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“A meditation on vision, femininity and culture” is originally 
Sandy Flitterman-Lewis’ phrase (Flitterman-Lewis 1990: 275) 
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Resumé 
Specialet undersøger tre bud på performative dokumentarfilm instrueret af kvinder: 
Between Rooms af Carolina Sascha Cogez, Elle s’appelle Sabine (Hun Hedder Sabine) af 
Sandrine Bonnaire og En Cours de Création (Under Skabelse), som er min egen 
produktion og frugten af et feltophold i Paris. Filmene har det særlige postmoderne træk, 
at de gør brug af hybridform, dvs. en blanding af konventioner fra dokumentarrealisme og 
fiktion. Hybridformen bruges i denne sammenhæng til at udfordre og undergrave den 
stereotype repræsentation af kvinder i mainstream medier, som baserer sig på destruktive 
og reduktionistiske skønhedsidealer. Tendensen til at måle og veje kvinder som 
seksualiserede skønhedsobjekter i vestlige kapitalistiske samfund kalder Naomi Wolf for 
Skønhedsmyten.  
 
De tre film konstituerer modstandspraksisser til denne tendens i form af diskursen 
“kvinde-som-socialt-subjekt” versus diskursen “kvinde-som-objekt/‘anden’”. Troen på 
ontologisk og dokumentarisk sandhed udfordres af instruktørerne, i og med at de 
behandler kategorier som femininitet, seksualitet, og ‘andethed’ som foranderlige 
processer. Det er herigennem at filmene undersøger og undergraver patriarkalske 
definitioner af ‘kvinden’.  
Specialet bevæger sig indenfor en poststrukturalistisk ramme inspireret af Michel 
Foucault og hans tilgang til magt og viden. Det kritiske potentiale heri består ikke 
mindst i, at den problematiserer ‘naturligheden’ ved hegemoniske diskurser (som 
skønhedsmyten) samt repræsentationer af idealer og stereotyper. Således tillader denne 
tilgang at udfordre visse sandhedsregimer og visse repræsentationer af ‘virkeligheden’ 
samt at behandle ‘køn’ som et identitetsregulerende ideal i samme ånd som Judith Butler 
har gjort det. I denne forbindelse sætter jeg særligt fokus på repræsentationer af det 
kønnede subjekt som en konstruktion skabt igennem filmskaberens repræsentation samt 
subjektets selvrepræsentation. Filmene behandles som politiske værker, som søger at 
transformere filmiske konventioner og koder, samt den måde hvorpå disse former 
kønnede subjektiviteter.  
 
Den epistemologiske tvivlen, som bliver udtrykt på indholdsniveau, fremgår også af 
formen. De tre dokumentarfilm vedkender sig deres rolle som produkter betinget af 
historie og kultur. Jeg hævder i specialet, at det netop er igennem fravælgelsen af den 
objektive repræsentation af ‘verden’, at de performative dokumentarfilm skaber rum for 
nye personlige stemmer og subjektiviteter. Instruktørerne bruger hybridæstetik som 
 v 
strategiske værktøjer til skabe en ny vision af femininitet med fokus på det indre liv, 
nødvendigheden af at differentiere kroppe (hvis krop er der tale om? Hvis stemme 
høres?) samt vigtigheden af at stille spørgsmålstegn ved de dikotomier, som præger vestlig 
tankegang, såsom mand/kvinde, objekt/subjekt, krop/sjæl, fornuft/følelse. 
Succeskriterierne i disse film bliver dermed at skabe større forståelse og identifikation 
med den personlige verden, der repræsenteres. Instruktørerne påkalder sig retten til det 
personlige på alle filmens niveauer. Stemmen er som oftest den repræsenterede kvindes 
egen ‘bekendelse’, hvilket holder fokus på hendes indre verden. Identitet fremgår således 
som en selvfølelse, der har at gøre med erfaring snarere end essens. På denne måde 
repræsenteres hver kvindes subjektivitet som en fortløbende proces af selv-konstruktion.  
Instruktørerne bruger ekspressive og poetiske teknikker til at fortolke de enkelte 
kvinders indre oplevelser. Dette opnås bl.a. ved at nydelsen ved den filmiske stoflighed, 
tone og rytme bliver reorienteret imod at skabe et filmisk digt – et portræt af den 
repræsenterede kvindes personlige univers skabt med følelse og indlevelse.  
I alle filmene er repræsentationen af den kvindelige krop gjort kompliceret ved at skabe 
en spænding imellem diskurserne om kvinde som henholdsvis objekt og subjekt, imellem 
den repræsenterede og repræsentationen samt imellem subjektets bekendelse og de 
sandhedsregimer vi lever efter. Det er filmenes største styrke, at de ikke hævder at 
repræsentere hele sandheden om den enkelte kvinde, og at det dermed bliver svært for 
seeren at se, hvem den repræsenterede kvinde ‘virkelig’ er. Denne teknik rejser vigtige 
spørgsmål, som appellerer til publikum om at udfordre deres egen forståelse af den 
repræsenterede kvinde.  
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1. Introduction 
 
“More women have more money and more power and scope and legal recognition 
than we have ever had before; (...) Recent research consistently shows that inside 
the majority of the West’s controlled, attractive, successful working women, there is 
a secret “underlife” poisoning our freedom; infused with notions of beauty, it is a 
dark vein of self-hatred, physical obsessions, terror of aging, and dread of lost 
control. 
It is no accident that so many potentially powerful women feel this way. We are in 
the midst of a violent backlash against feminism that uses images of female beauty 
as a political weapon against women’s advancement: the beauty myth.” (Wolf 
2002: 10). 
 
In dominant Western culture it has become ‘natural’ to see woman’s body represented as 
something separate from herself (Probyn 1992: 84). Fragments are scattered all over 
billboards, magazines, films, commercials, tv-shows, etc. Breasts, legs, sultry glances and 
red hot lips, symmetrical faces without flaws or poors. As Naomi Wolf points out, in the 
aftermath of the sexual revolution, which opened new doors for female sexuality, “beauty 
pornography” (Wolf 2002: 11) has followed. That is to say that commodified ‘beauty’ 
has been inextricably intertwined with sexuality “to undermine women’s new and 
vulnerable sense of sexual self-worth.” (Ibid.). While the endless stream of ‘beautiful’ images 
claim to celebrate women, Wolf argues that they speak of “emotional distance, politics, 
finance, and sexual repression.” (Ibid: 13). 
 
Beauty pornography is reminiscent of what Claire Johnston wrote in the 70s about 
representations of women in mainstream cinema, “Woman represents not herself, but by a 
process of displacement, the male phallus. It is probably true to say that despite the enormous 
emphasis placed on woman as spectacle in the cinema, woman as woman is largely absent” 
(Claire Johnston in Butler 2002: 5). Although this is a generalization, which certainly 
does not hold true for all of the many and varied representations of women in cinema 
today, the stereotypical representation of woman-as-object-to-be-looked-at is 
commonplace in all kinds of cinematic genres from narrative cinema to documentary 
(Nichols 1991; Mulvey 1988; Minh-Ha 2000; Butler 2002; Flitterman-Lewis 1990; 
Williams 1999). 
Over the last two decades, pornography has come to influence popular culture to a point 
where sexual imagery has been wholly adopted into the standards of femininity and 
beauty as represented in the mainstream media. As a more recent trend, younger and 
younger girls now aspire to live up to an increasingly sexualized ideal of what they should 
look like (Wolf 2002: 3). Examples of sexualization are young pop stars dressed as sex 
objects, dolls wearing sexual clothing such as fishnet tights, thongs for seven to ten-year-
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olds, etc.1  
The fiction behind all of these representations of women is, of course, that woman’s 
worth is linked to beauty – and moreover, that the standards of beauty are universal, 
unchangeable and objective. In this thesis the physical standards against which women 
are measured will be treated as a cultural construct, a social fiction, which is strategic 
and political. In Michel Foucault’s terminology, it is an expression of an asymmetrical 
power relation. The beauty myth is a form of social control, and certainly self-control, 
which ascribes to femininity certain truths based upon identity-regulating ideals and 
stereotypes.  
According to Wolf, the beauty myth has in fact not much to do with women; it “is about 
men’s institutions and institutional power.” (Wolf 2002: 12). As such it constitutes a 
hegemonic discourse, which permeates postindustrial power structure, economy, and 
culture, and which reproduces the reductionist link between the meaning of women and 
“these formulaic and endlessly reproduced “beautiful” images.” (Ibid: 18). 
 
It is important to note that I do not ascribe an essential nature to either man or woman 
and, therefore, I will not approach this issue as a matter of innocent women’s fight 
against evil, repressive men. Rather, it is about cultural practices, knowledge and power. 
Media images, market forces, and multi-million dollar industries as well as the everyday 
behavior of both men and women reproduce the beauty myth. As Teresa de Lauretis 
points out, “the construction of gender is the product and process of both representation and 
self-representation.” (Teresa de Lauretis in Probyn 1992: 93). 
 When I refer to patriarchal ideology in this thesis, it is therefore not to suggest that men 
as a category are to blame. Rather, it is simply to refer to power structures, which have 
been established within political and social systems in which men control the major 
means of power (Evens 1990: 423-24).  
As Foucault reminds us, discourses and productions of ‘truth’ have real effects. Although 
the causes for eating disorders are many and complex, the media’s influence is hard to get 
around. The American Psychological Association has publicized recent studies showing 
that the media's portrayal of young women as sex objects can lead to depression and 
eating disorders.2 In France, a bill has been adopted to prevent commercial media from 
encouraging women to aspire to excessive thinness. The bill was proposed after the 2006 
                                                 
1 See full article on this subject on http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/6376421.stm 
2 See full article on http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/6376421.stm 
  
3 
anorexia-linked death of Brazilian model, Ana Carolina Reston.3 In 2007, Spain banned 
ultra-thin models from Madrid’s catwalks.4 British health minister (2003-2007) Rosie 
Winterton, has publicly stated the need for research to help fight the unhealthy trend of 
young girls wanting to be “size zero” models.5 Anorexia is the biggest killer of any 
psychiatric disorder6, and in Denmark anorexia is the biggest killer of 14-24 year old 
girls.7 Of course, eating disorders are only one in many effects related to the beauty 
myth.  
 
There can be no doubt that the business of commodifying and evaluating women as 
objects is thriving. It is here this thesis takes its beginning. However, my intention is not 
to investigate the historical background for this development in dominant Western 
culture. I will not attempt to make a genealogy of the fictions that have been ascribed to 
femininity, dictating looks and behavior, that is to say, the mutations in patriarchal 
ideology throughout history.  
Instead, the aim of this thesis is to explore the possibilities of an oppositional media, 
which has the potential to challenge the stereotypical representations of women in the 
mainstream media. More specifically, I will concern myself with a recent tendency in 
documentary cinema, which challenges realist modes of representation in order to make 
room for subjectivity. This tendency in the documentary genre has been labeled 
performative documentary by Bill Nichols. He argues that performative documentary has 
an ability to politicize and question received knowledge (the things we take for granted) 
through a focus on the personal voice of the social subject. Hegemonizing tendencies in 
postindustrial culture are interrogated as questions of identity are linked with local 
knowledge based in embodied experience rather than generalizations concerning the 
‘essence’ of or ‘truth’ about the world. Here the documentary’s familiar voice-of-god is 
replaced with the exploratory voice of the represented subject, providing “a commentary 
on the world that makes no grand scientific or totalizing claims but is uncertain, tentative and 
speculative.” (Russell 1999: 277). 
                                                 
3 See full article on 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/04/16/world/europe/16france.html?_r=1&scp=1&sq=french%20bill%20&st
=cse&oref=slogin 
4 See full article on 
http://thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2007/01/26/?scp=1&sq=2007%20spain%20bans%20ultra-
thin%20models&st=cse 
5 See full article on http://www.news-medical.net/?id=23269 
6 See full article on http://www.sgul.ac.uk/index.cfm?7B1F1D5B-FEB2-2E80-DFCD-FB5A425A2566 
7 See full article on http://www.jordemoderforeningen.dk/index.dsp?page=2634 
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Michael Renov explores the same theme in his book The Subject of Documentary. 
Amongst other things, he has investigated the mainstream media’s use of stereotypes in 
representations of war. He argues for the urgency of an oppositional media to interrogate 
such stereotypes, saying that, “in the media-charged global environment we now share, 
alternative voices and visions are our best insurance for survival” (Renov 2004: 67). In the 
same vein, I wish to explore performative documentary’s potential to transform image 
culture in the context of stereotypical representations of woman-as-object-to-be-looked-
at. Just as performative documentary aims to transform the subject in documentary film 
from object to subject of knowledge, I would like to explore its potential to transform 
the representation of woman-as-object-of-desire-and-vision to woman-as-subject-of-
desire-and-vision.  
As previously mentioned, the beauty myth is upheld by the fragmented representation of 
the female image, which separates her body from herself. Because of its shift in focus from 
the general to the particular, from received knowledge to embodied knowledge, from 
‘the body’ to ‘whose body?’, performative documentary has a potential to reclaim the 
fragments of woman’s (self-)image, steering away from representations of “a mythic 
Everywoman.” (Probyn 1992: 88). 
 
The epistemological doubt expressed on the level of content is also expressed on the level 
of form in performative documentary. In the aftermath of the enlightenment projects of 
truth and reason, we no longer believe that there is a coherent and objective truth out 
there just waiting to be captured on video by the documentarian. Performative 
documentary’s project of exploring dispersed and hybrid identities in postmodern society 
is reflected on the level of form. The status of documentary as an “exclusively sober 
discourse” (Renov 2004: 93), which contributes to the scientific project of theorizing 
and problematizing fixed categories, has come under siege (e.g. ethnographical 
representations of ‘the other’). This is why performative documentary calls attention to 
its own status as a product of history and culture. It is through renouncing the objective 
presentation of the world that performative documentary makes room for new voices and 
subjectivities. This results in blurred boundaries (Nichols 1994) between fiction and 
documentary realism.  
 
Nichols discusses the fact that documentary film rarely explored the uses of a poetic, 
emotionally engaging approach after the 20s because documentary film was placed 
“outside formal or aesthetic debate where, to a large extent, it remains today.” (Nichols 1981: 
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171). This thesis aims to re-open this debate and contribute to the re-negotiation of the 
use of aesthetics in connection with representing ‘reality’. I will link the use of hybrid 
aesthetics (i.e. mixing conventions of realist and fictional modes of representation) in 
performative documentary to the feminist project of stylistically exploring and expanding 
specifically cinematic language. In other words, I want to re-appropriate the use of 
hybrid aesthetics to explore “the concrete and contemporary task of rethinking subversive 
possibilities for sexuality and identity within the terms of power” (Butler 1999: 40). 
 
I have already made it clear that the framework of this thesis is poststructuralist, inspired 
by Michel Foucault and his approach to power and knowledge. The critical potential 
within this framework is not least that it problematizes the ‘naturalness’ of hegemonizing 
discourses and the taken-for-grantedness of certain representations of ideals and 
stereotypes. In this manner, it allows me to challenge ‘reality’ as well as the 
representation of ‘reality’ just as it allows me to treat gender as an identity-regulating 
ideal in the spirit of Judith Butler. In this discussion, the central focus is on the 
representation of the gendered subject as a construction of both the filmmaker’s 
representation and the subject’s self-representation. There is always a reason why a 
certain mode of representation is chosen over another, and as Foucault tells us, any 
discursive molding of a phenomenon is an unavoidable expression of the exercise of 
power (Stormhøj 2006: 58). 
 
In order to explore how images of feminine stereotypes may be reproduced and 
transformed within social power relations, I have selected two case studies in the form of 
performative documentary films directed by women: Between Rooms and Elle s’appelle 
Sabine (Her Name is Sabine). They constitute practices of resistance in terms of the 
discourse of “woman-as-social-subject” versus the discourse of “woman-as-object/other”. 
In this way the analysis aims to say something about women filmmakers’ practices of 
resistance to stereotypical representations of women (within Western, capitalist society). 
I analyze how they re-work conventions and codes and how they form gendered 
subjectivities. Thus, I focus on women whose work is political working towards a new 
subjectification of ‘woman’.  
Furthermore, I have conducted fieldwork in Paris, France from February-July 2008. This 
has resulted in a mini-documentary film, En Cours de Création (Under Creation), which 
further investigates how strategies of hybrid aesthetics can be used to create a new vision 
of ‘femininity’ with a focus on the inner life as well as the differentiation of bodies. 
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Placing myself in the role of documentarian has afforded me with whole new perspectives 
on these questions, which I will include in the analysis of my own production.  
 
These three practices of documentary films are not only treated as resistance to 
hegemonic discourse, but also as productions of knowledge about specific women. As 
such they engage in the discursive struggle of negotiating how it is possible to represent 
women in media. Based upon these reflections, this thesis aims to answer the following 
research questions. 
 
Research questions 
How are strategies of hybrid aesthetics used in the three practices of performative documentaries 
mentioned above? How are the women represented constructed as gendered bodies (subjects)? 
How are stereotypical representations of woman-as-object and woman-as-other problematized? 
What sort of transformation is aimed for and how?  
 
“The contemporary ravages of the beauty backlash are destroying women physically 
and depleting us psychologically. If we are to free ourselves from the dead weight 
that has once again been made out of femaleness, it is not ballots or lobbyists or 
placards that women will need first; it is a new way to see.” (Wolf 2002: 19). 
 
This thesis aims to explore a new (yet also relative and contingent) way to see 
‘femaleness’.  
 
A few points 
Pronouns: Gender equality is an overarching theme of this thesis, however, I find 
constructions such as “he and she”, “s/he”, “womyn”, etc. to be rather clumsy. In the 
spirit of subverting patriarchal conventions of (cinematic) language, I have chosen to use 
feminine pronouns throughout the text. I invite the reader to reflect upon the effect on 
her of this choice.  
 
“Subject”: John R. Smith argues that, “A major problem in the documentary tradition is the 
potential of the documentary to exploit the people it represents by turning those people into 
“subjects.”” (Smith 2007: 323). In this thesis, I refer to the people represented on film 
both as subject and social actor. I do not use ‘subject’ in the sense of subject to a 
filmmaker’s detached observation. Rather, inspired by Michel Foucault and Bill Nichols, 
here subject is used in the sense that we are all subjects who are shaped and shape 
ourselves within productive relations of power. 
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2. Grid of Analysis 
In this chapter, I will present and examine my selection of theoretical and analytical 
tools. I have developed my grid of analysis from theoretical perspectives in the works of 
Michel Foucault, Bill Nichols and Judith Butler as well as a number of other authors, 
who place themselves within poststructuralist research approaches.   
Before I venture into an exploration of Foucault’s analytics of power, it is important to 
mention that Foucault himself never claimed to have conceived a universal theory of 
power applicable to all of history (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 184). He speaks instead of 
a “grid of analysis which makes possible an analytic of relations of power” (Foucault in Dreyfus 
& Rabinow 1982: 184). His propositions about power seek to make the world 
intelligible as constructed by specific, historical regimes of truth, that is, ways of 
understanding ‘the world’. This approach is reflected in his own writings, which do not 
seek to uncover a universal truth about the world, but instead to dig into specific 
historical and social phenomena. Thus, it is up to the researcher herself to develop an 
analytical strategy, based upon the aim and character of the concrete area of research, as 
well as the empirical material upon which the research is based (Stormhøj 2006: 85-86). 
In the following, I have selected those propositions, which I find to be particularly 
relevant to the analysis of the three practices of documentary films, Between Rooms, Elle 
s’appelle Sabine as well as my own production, En Cours de Création. In the spirit of 
Foucault, I consider my analytical strategy as a specific way to render my domain of 
research intelligible rather than a theory, which may lay bare the truth about it.  
 
The production of truth 
A key discussion within the field of documentary film theory is the extent to which 
documentary films can be said to represent reality. André Bazin, on the one hand, speaks 
for a large following when he says that the camera can provide us with an objective and 
pure record of a real event (Bruzzi 2006: 12). Others of this conviction lament the 
tendency within academia to disregard ultimate truths (Bruzzi 2006: 12). The crux of 
the matter is exactly whether to understand documentary film as record or as 
representation of real events. Stella Bruzzi argues that the point is not that the image-
document only has meaning because of the filmmaker’s choice of context and narrative. 
Her contention is rather that the “fundamental issue of documentary film is the way in 
which we are invited to access the ‘document’ or ‘record’ through representation or 
interpretation, to the extent that a piece of archive material becomes a mutable rather than a 
fixed point of reference.” (Bruzzi 2006: 12). She does not claim that the image-document 
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has no original content, or that what we see on the screen did not happen, but that it 
invites processes of re-evaluation, re-examination and manipulation (Bruzzi 2006: 12). 
 
This discussion calls for a clarification of how this thesis relates to the concept of truth. 
In his works, Foucault objects to the metaphysical notion of truth (Stormhøj 2006: 54). 
Thus, investigations into the origin of things, which aim to establish their essential or 
true nature, are outside the scope of Foucault's analytics. His project is to politicize and 
historicize knowledge (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 177). From this perspective, that 
which we have come to think of as universal and unchangeable truths is always linked to 
specific, local and historical regimes of truth (Rose 1999:19). The point here is not to 
deny reality, but to say that it is characterized by an ontological lacking. In other words, 
the material is not finite, constant or absolute in itself, rather, it is heterogeneous, fluent 
and chaotic, and is rendered thinkable to us through discursive practices, i.e. reality is 
accessible for construction (Stormhøj 2006: 66). This thesis builds on the assumption 
that documentary filmmakers cannot use their cameras to capture objective and 
homogeneous truths about the world. Instead, it will place them in a domain of 
intelligibility where truth, knowledge and power go hand in hand. Therefore, I do not 
intend to investigate whether my selection of documentary films constitutes a 
representation of the truth. Instead, I will explore how performative documentaries 
about and by women are practiced in three respective cases. How do they use strategies 
of hybrid form to produce knowledge about their subjects?  
 
According to Foucault, “knowledge is one of the defining components for the operation of 
power in the modern world” (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 203). Foucault devoted a large 
part of his career to the study of the modern sciences of man with the goal of exploring 
the interconnection between knowledge and power (Ibid: 177). In The History of 
Sexuality, for instance, we find an examination of how medicine, psychology and 
pedagogy in the 19th century turned sexuality into a systematic scientific discourse, 
through the normative examination of sex as something that could be known and 
normalized, something that could be unraveled through confession (Ibid.). The historical 
construction of sexuality would not have been produced in its current form if processes 
of power and knowledge were external to one another (Ibid: 203). Therefore, Foucault 
argued for nominalism in the human sciences: Things, identities and actions, are defined 
and produced simultaneously with the discursive formations that make it possible to talk 
about them in certain ways (Gutting 1994: 93).  
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Knowledge, then, cannot be thought of as context-free, a-historical, or objective. Fields 
of knowledge are historically situated, and they shape how it is possible to perceive the 
world, how it is possible to structure human and social problems, and how we think of 
who we are. Foucault is interested in the epistemic context within which specific bodies 
of knowledge became intelligible and authoritative (Ibid.). How they came to be 
established as hegemonic whereas other forms of knowledge have been excluded as 
marginal. Hegemonic discourses create the framework for how we can divide the world 
into binary categories of true and false, rational and irrational, scientific and unscientific. 
Regimes of truth will in this manner always build on the exclusion and subjugation of 
other forms of knowledge (Stormhøj 2006: 59). Returning to the example of sexuality, 
the establishment of heterosexuality as a healthy and normal sexual orientation, builds on 
the ‘anomaly’ of homosexuality (Ibid: 79). In this way, Foucault breaks with the idea of 
the production of knowledge as a linear process of accumulation, which will lead us 
towards the true understanding of things. Instead of asking what the truth is, he asks 
how it is produced: “We are subjected to the production of truth through power and we 
cannot exercise power except through the production of truth” (Foucault 1980: 93). Ergo, 
truth and power are intimately linked in the analytics of Foucault (Dreyfus & Rabinow 
1982: 204). To study how knowledge is established, how it circulates and functions, is to 
study relations of power.  
 
Seen through this perspective, documentary films take part in on-going power relations 
of negotiating what can be talked about, and how it can be talked about using strategic 
choices of image, voice and text (Stormhøj 2006: 56). In this manner, documentary films 
are closely related to the social sciences, their epistemological discussions and 
problematizations. As such they may reproduce already dominant discourses about their 
subject matter or aim to question them. In any case, this thesis adopts the perspective 
that the production of knowledge should be considered historical and political. 
Therefore, I have chosen to work with authors of documentary and feminist film theory 
who problematize the relation between reality and representation, and in so doing, 
politicize strategies of representation (cp. Renov 2004; Nichols 1991 and 1994; Butler 
2002; Mulvey 1988 amongst others).  
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Minor cinema 
On the subject of women’s cinema, which the author herself grants is both large and 
diverse, Alison Butler writes that women filmmakers constitute a minority, who produce 
their work within established phallocentric social and cinematic conventions (Butler 
2002: 20-21). She borrows the concept of minor literature from Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari and labels women’s cinema as “minor cinema” (Ibid: 19-20). By doing this, she 
suggests that the role of women filmmakers is to infiltrate the dominant language within 
which they are writing. In other words, the idea of minor cinema breaks with feminist 
pursuits to create “an alternative system” (Ibid: 20), and argues that women’s cinema is 
not minor in the sense that women filmmakers create marginal work, rather they are a 
minority constructing their art within a major language (Ibid: 19). 
 
This is a viewpoint, which takes into consideration that women’s cinema is 
heterogeneous in both form and content and, therefore, cannot be contained in the 
category of ‘counter-cinema’. Butler points to the fact that the notion of minor cinema 
breaks with the idea that women’s cinema is one of opposition. It rejects the binary 
paradigm of the earlier concept of feminist cinema as counter-cinema (popular/elitist, 
avant-garde/mainstream, positive/negative) (Ibid: 21). Rather, “it is always an inflected 
mode, incorporating, reworking and contesting the conventions of established traditions.” 
(Butler 2002: 22). Just as women’s cinema is not thought of as one homogeneous 
practice, women in cinema are not assumed to be a homogeneous group. Minor cinema 
is concerned with the multiple and different positions of women within contemporary 
culture and cinematic language. It introduces the idea that women’s cinema is 
constructed by a de-territorialized group, a group using the language of a territory which 
they inhabit, but which is not their home (ibid: 20). Every individual experience takes on 
political importance as the filmmakers aim to bring forth a sense of community, to tell 
the stories that have not been heard (Ibid.). Returning to Foucault, there is a clear 
parallel to his archaeological project of writing the story of those knowledges that have 
been silenced in the process of establishing others as hegemonic (Stormhøj 2006: 56). To 
understand the subject of ‘woman’ as a historical construct allows for the discovery of 
how the representation of her body in cinema has been disciplined according to certain 
discursive identities related to ‘woman’.  
 
In connection with this, my analysis aims to investigate how three recent documentary 
films by women engage with an established cinematic genre. In the debate of whether the 
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objective of women filmmakers should be to create a new language for feminist cinema, I 
place this thesis among the feminist works, which support the notion that “it is illusory to 
think that women can remain outside of the patriarchal system of language... Language is at the 
same time a site for empowerment and a site for enslavement.” (Minh-Ha 2000: 326). 
Women filmmakers may operate within male-dominant discourses, but with the 
possibility of rewriting, subverting and appropriating it. It is within this framework of 
thought that I ask, how are the women portrayed constructed as gendered bodies 
(subjects)? How do the films problematize stereotypical representations of women? 
 
I suspect that there are those among my readers who may consider it counter-productive 
for feminism or gender equality to regard gender as a significant factor when it comes to 
cultural production. However, this thesis builds on the viewpoint that “artists are social 
subjects whatever their aspirations to the contrary, and that only the most conservative of 
feminisms approaches the goal of equality via the denial of social differences.” (Butler 2002: 
22). 
 
 
The exercise of power 
Of key importance in Foucault’s work is his break with the idea that power is a 
repressive force, which comes from those in authority. For Foucault, power is not a 
thing, which can be obtained or contained by some and not by others. Rather than being 
substantial, power is operational (Stormhøj 2006: 57); it is a dynamic process, which 
unfolds between individuals within specific social practices. The relational characteristic 
of power implies that the individuals in a relationship are free to act, and thereby free to 
act upon the actions of others. Freedom, then, is a condition for a person’s ability to 
exercise power over others. In the event that this condition no longer implies, Foucault 
speaks instead of domination:  
“Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free. By this 
we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of possibilities 
in which several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse comportments may 
be realized. Where the determining factors saturate the whole there is no 
relationship of power; slavery is not a power relationship when man is in chains.”  
(Foucault 1983: 221). 
 
Seeing as power escapes an ontological definition in the analytics of Foucault, it becomes 
irrelevant to speak of what it is, placing instead an all-important focus on how it 
operates, how it is exercised (Foucault 2002: 336-337). Foucault’s concept of bio-power 
gives us an insight into this. Along with a revolutionary shift in political rationalities, bio-
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power arose in the 17th century, as the state’s salient concern became the life, growth and 
care of populations (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 133). This form of government is 
individualizing and totalizing at the same time, because it functions through the 
disciplining of the individual body with the purpose of controlling populations towards 
welfare for each and all (Foucault 2003). Above, I explained how sexuality came into 
being as a discursive creation in the European societies in the early eighteenth century. 
What prompted this development was exactly the administrative concern for life 
(Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 170). Sexual behavior could be controlled by the state in 
rational ways, because it founded this control upon knowledges about these aspects of 
human life. Empirical investigations of prostitution, the spread of disease, and population 
statistics turned sex, gender and procreation into a scientific matter, of both political an 
individual concern (Ibid.). This prompted a vast array of new ways for the individual to 
experience, problematize, judge, and act upon herself. This is what Foucault refers to as 
technologies of the self, which involve different ways of relating to oneself (e.g. know 
yourself, master yourself or care for yourself), structured by the divisions of right and 
wrong, the permitted and the forbidden (Rose 1998: 29-30). Bio-power is interested not 
only in the desirable characteristics of individual behavior, but also in the undesirable. It 
builds on normalizing practices, through which any experience or behavior considered 
important, is turned into a reasonable and necessary field of theoretical study and 
intervention, “the normalizing practices of bio-power define the normal in advance and then 
proceed to isolate and deal with anomalies given that definition” (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 
258). 
 
This reminds us of the excluding and including capabilities, which are integral to 
processes of power-knowledge relationships. The lack of representation of certain 
discourses as opposed to others has real effects (Stormhøj 2006: 59). If hegemonic 
discourses determine ‘the normal’, then the goal is to problematize those effects of 
power, which are bound up with the truths held within those discourses (Ibid: 56). 
Having placed my three case studies within a political context of social and cinematic 
conventions, which build on phallocentric discourses, I will treat them as practices, 
which aim to represent the inner life of specific women. As such, they contrast with 
typical representations of women in the mainstream media as well as dominant forms of 
cinema such as Hollywood mainstream productions. In short, forms of representation of 
women, which draw on phallocentric hegemonic discourses that place enormous 
emphasis on woman as spectacle (Claire Johnston and Christine Gledhill in Butler 2002; 
Mulvey 1988; E. Ann Kaplan in Nichols 1991). 
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Furthermore, according to Foucault, any discursive molding of a phenomenon is an 
unavoidable expression of the exercise of power (Stormhøj 2006: 58). What this means is 
that the production of knowledge is normative in itself, because it constructs the field of 
which it speaks, it makes certain social phenomena come into existence in certain ways, 
and thus lays them bare for judgment and normalizing intervention. The documentary 
portraits are not only treated as resistance to hegemonic discourse, but also as 
productions of knowledge about specific women. As such, they engage in the discursive 
struggle of negotiating how it is possible to represent women in media. The films both 
establish and reflect relations of power between agents on different levels (e.g. viewer and 
filmmaker, the viewer and the women represented and between the filmmaker and her 
subject(s)). The important point here is to emphasize that these films do not place 
themselves outside of relations of power, and their claims about the world are not more 
truthful than those of others. Therefore, I will not aim to assess to which extent the 
filmmakers have represented their subjects in a truthful manner. This thesis seeks instead 
to explore how the portraits problematize effects of power, which are linked to 
phallocentric hegemonic discourses (in the form of cinematic conventions). What sort of 
transformation do they aim for and how? 
 
 
Cinematic language 
At this point, I will discuss in-depth what I mean when I talk about phallocentric 
cinematic conventions insofar as it is relevant for my analysis. The dominant ideologies 
and cultural myths, which are integral to hegemonic cinematic language, are most easily 
detectable in popular cinema. While the reader may wonder why it is relevant to discuss 
cinematic language in mainstream productions in the context of documentary films, I will 
argue that popular cinema draws on dominant ideologies and cultural myths, regimes of 
truth, which permeate all kinds of visual representations of women. Within this thesis, 
the question is how the filmmakers work with or against these conventions, how they are 
reproduced and/or attempted transformed.  
 
The notion of ‘woman-as-object’ refers to voyeuristic relations, which presuppose a 
masculine viewer position and a female image as object of visual pleasure. (Nichols 1991: 
176). Laura Mulvey explains that, 
“pleasure in looking has been split between active/male and passive/female. The 
determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is styled 
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accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously 
looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic 
impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness (...) she holds the 
look, plays to and signifies male desire.”  (Mulvey 1988: 116).  
 
Mulvey goes on to say that sexual difference establishes woman as a passive element of 
the film’s visual and narrative structure. This is because patriarchal ideology suggests a 
male perspective (a male gaze), a male-driven narrative structure, and a male-based 
spectatorial position. (Ibid:  62-63) In other words, the viewer identifies with the male 
protagonist (ideal image), as his desires are what drive the narrative forward. Woman is 
represented as his (and so the viewer’s) object of erotic interest (in the mythical shape of 
an enigma, fantasy, obstacle or prize) (Butler 2002: 4). Since her main role is to 
represent his desire, woman’s desire is not important and so cannot drive the narrative 
forward (Budd Boetticher in Mulvey 1988: 62). This implies that there is no place for 
women’s positive identification in narrative cinema. Within this constellation of woman-
as-object-to-be-looked-at and man as bearer of the gaze, it becomes relevant to speak of 
sadism (e.g. women represented as degraded objects) and fetishism (women represented 
as idealized objects) (Mulvey 1988: 64-65).  
 
Mulvey’s theory of the gaze was considered groundbreaking when it came out in the 70s. 
Of course, it is deeply problematic to apply the same yardstick to all popular films, 
which also resulted in the unfortunate lack of scholarly interest in films made by women 
at this time, which were not experimental, but instead directed at a wider audience 
(Smelik 1998: 12).  
However, taking into consideration, that this thesis takes its starting point in the beauty 
myth and the tendency to commodify women, Laura Mulvey’s proposals are still today 
extremely thought-provoking, not least because they are closely linked to John Berger’s 
argument that being looked at and looking are charged with sexual and social power 
relations:  
“Men act and women appear. Men look at women. Women watch themselves 
being looked at. This determines not only most relations between men and 
women, but also the relation of women to themselves. The surveyor of woman in 
herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself into an object – and 
most particularly an object of vision – a sight.” (Emphasis in the original). 
(Berger in Butler 2002: 4).  
 
A number of feminist works have pointed to the problem of ‘negative’ identity caused by 
woman’s position within the ‘text’ of dominant patriarchal cinematic language (Claire 
Johnston and Christine Gledhill in Butler 2002; Mulvey 1988). She is the object of 
vision and the object of desire, but not the subject of either vision or desire. Christine 
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Gledhill approaches this problem through the concept of women’s discourse. She argues 
that discursive strategies allow for the de-naturalization of ideologies and culture, “a 
discourse may be distributed across the film discontinuously, through a variety of articulations, 
which may be aesthetic, semantic, ideological and social.” (Gledhill in Butler 2002: 13). This 
is an important point concerning my analysis. I will investigate how knowledge is 
produced about the subjects in the three respective portraits on all four levels of 
discourse, focusing on how the different conventions are appropriated, rewritten and 
subverted.  
 
Claire Johnston suggests that the use of stereotypes is a good place to start if one wants 
to de-naturalize cinematic myths: stereotypicality “points to textuality, and to the place of 
the text in a cultural tradition.” (Johnston in Butler 2002: 10). She argues that myth builds 
on icons and that the less realistic the icon is, the more liable it is to subversion. In this 
manner, stereotypes can be analyzed as an inherent critique of dominant ideology. 
Roland Barthes supports this view when he points out that there are no objects, which 
are naturally “a source of suggestiveness”, as Charles Baudelaire thought to be true for 
‘Woman’. Barthes counters that,  
“...myth is constituted by the loss of the historical quality of things: in it, things lose 
the memory that they were once made. The world enters language as a dialectical 
relation between activities, between human actions; it comes out of myth as a 
harmonious display of essences. A conjuring trick has taken place; it has turned 
reality inside out, it has emptied it of history and has filled it with nature...” 
(Barthes 1999: 58). 
 
One such myth of relevance to my analysis of Between Rooms is that of the Madonna and 
the whore. This myth stems from traditional Christianity, which produced two opposing 
characters, the Virgin Mary, who embodies spirituality at the expense of sexuality, and 
the Magdalene, who embodies sexuality at the expense of spirituality. These two 
feminine archetypes constitute mirror images of the ways in which women are 
represented and treated in society. A cultural myth embedded in religious regimes of 
truth, which to some extent has structured men's perceptions of women and women's 
perception of self.  
 
A feminist reading of the cinematic language described above takes its point of departure 
in sexuality and femininity as historical socio-cultural constructions. Judith Butler 
supports the notion of the constructed sexuality when she says,  
“If sexuality is culturally constructed within existing power relations, then the 
postulation of a normative sexuality that is ‘before’, ‘outside’ or ‘beyond’ power is a 
cultural impossibility and a politically impracticable dream, one that postpones the 
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concrete and contemporary task of rethinking subversive possibilities for sexuality 
and identity within the terms of power” (Butler 1999: 40). 
 
In relation to cinema, then, feminist readings and representations seek to analyze, 
question and twist the ideological codes, which are taken for granted. Here I will present 
those factors that are specifically relevant to my analysis of the representability of women 
as social subjects: 
• Woman’s desire  
• Feminine stereotypes 
• Cultural myths  
• Ideological assumptions  
• The representation of the female body  
 
It is against dominant ideology and cultural myth that we measure what is normal, and 
certainly what is different. Above, I have focused on gender and sexuality, the dichotomy 
between man and woman, masculinity and femininity. However, my selection of 
documentary films also deals with other forms of ‘difference’ such as prostitution and 
mental illness. These categories are also constructed in social power relations, and are 
dealt with in specific ways within capitalist society, where political rationalities 
embedded in law and medicine criminalize prostitution, for instance, and support certain 
treatments over others for the mentally ill. Categories are regarded as social 
constructions within this thesis, therefore, there is room for the re-negotiation and 
transformation of how they can be represented and of how they are understood and 
practiced. Certain forms of representation of ‘the other’ within documentary film may 
contribute to reproduce ‘natural’ and taken-for-granted ‘truths’ whereas others may 
problematize how these categories have come to be etched in stone. This is why the 
documentary portraits are highly political, they contribute to the negotiation of what 
and how these categories can be represented and talked about. Therefore, my parameters 
of analysis will include the following: How do the different directors relate to women in 
marginalized positions on the level of form and content? How do gender and sexuality 
play a role in the representation of ‘difference’ on the level of form and content?   
 
 
Technologies of the self 
In Foucault’s analytics, power is understood to be a productive force, which is linked to 
a constructivist understanding of the human subject. Power makes up subjects capable of 
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problematizing their own behavior and acting in specific ways, thus the task of the 
analyst is to explore “how the subject is formed, and forms itself, within techniques and 
practices of power, self, and knowledge” (Dean 1994b: 212). Power is productive in the 
sense that it creates us as subjects who think of and act upon ourselves as men, women, 
filmmakers, prostitutes, sisters, dancers, painters, music-lovers etc. In this way, we come 
into being through relations of power. However, Foucault reminds us that power is 
asymmetrical. At a given time and place and under specific circumstances some people 
will be more powerful than others, because they are able to mobilize persons to pursue 
their cause (Rose & Miller 1992: 183). The exercise of power/government based upon 
expert knowledge of bodies is a moral activity because it claims to know what is 
appropriate, good and normal (cp. explanation of bio-power above). Government in the 
writings of Foucault does not refer to a theory of state control, but the multiple and 
diverse “attempts by authorities of different sorts to act upon the actions of others in relation to 
objectives of national prosperity, harmony, virtue, productivity, social order, discipline, 
emancipation, self-realization, and so forth.” (Rose 1998: 29). An individual is objectified 
through the examination of others or by producing knowledge about itself through 
confession. At the same time, however, it is also subjectified as it is constructed as a 
subject with certain capacities and fields of possibilities determined by specific 
categorizations and interpretations. “There are two meanings of the word subject: subject to 
someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-
knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates and makes subject to.” 
(Foucault 1983: 212). 
 
Resistance 
The exercise of power unfolds within the relations of free individuals who to some extent 
always go up against different forms of subjectification, who negotiate, reproduce and 
reshape the capacities and field of possibilities, prescribed to them through certain 
regimes of truth. In Foucault’s own words, “Where there is power, there is resistance” 
(Foucault 1978: 95). When Foucault speaks of government he does not mean to say that 
people attempt to repress the true nature of others, rather, it is a matter of acting upon 
the ideas we use to understand and define ourselves. However, government does not 
decide for us how we will behave, because relations of power rely on resistance (Rose 
1998: 35). Insofar as resistance is part of relationship of power, which builds on certain 
forms of knowledge, the practice of resistance will take place within the same forms of 
knowledge and rationalities through which power is attempted exercised (Triantafillou 
2005: 17). Taking the example of the representation of women in film, feminist 
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philosophers have protested against the ways in which knowledges about women have 
created naturalizations and categories, forcing upon women truths about ‘femininity’ for 
themselves and others to acknowledge. In brief, ideas about who they are and how they 
should act. Feminist practices of resistance have problematized aspects of this process of 
shaping ‘woman’s identity and this is in itself a process of subjectification. By practicing 
resistance, feminist philosophers are not beyond government or processes of power-
knowledge, rather they are taking part in ever dynamic and on-going power relations of 
negotiating new ways of subjectification. “Today the supposedly free subject, the universal 
intellectual, can offer us little guidance. But this does not mean that those who seek to 
understand human beings and to change society are either outside of power or powerless.” 
(Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 203). It is just the opposite as power is exercised through the 
production of knowledge. In other words, feminist practices are, of course, also 
understood as strategic exercises of power, which have emerged historically and which 
have been produced, developed and transformed within a certain framework of thought 
and social conditions (Stormhøj 2006: 58).  
 
I treat the documentary portraits as practices of resistance, that is to say practices of 
freedom, understood as the freedom to act and think differently within the framework of 
a specific field of possibilities. These practices point to the fact that the dominant 
patriarchal ideology is unable to control and regulate the shapes of the mediated 
representation of women (Stormhøj 2006: 167). I have selected and produced empirical 
case studies, which constitute practices of resistance in the form of the discourse of 
“woman-as-subject-of-desire” versus the discourse of “woman-as-object-of-desire”. In 
this way the analysis aims to say something about women filmmakers’ practices of 
resistance to stereotypical representations of women (in a context of Western, capitalist 
societies). Thus, I focus on women who engage in this discourse and whose work is 
political working towards a new subjectification of ‘women’.  
 
I should mention that I understand both ‘woman’ and ‘women’ as heterogeneous, 
constructed of multiple and diverse differences related to categories such as sexuality, 
community, experience, ethnicity, age, social class and status etc, and who subjectify 
themselves according to different discourses (Stormhøj 2006: 167). 
 
Confession 
Analyzing the exercise of power is a matter of analyzing what kind of power relations 
certain forms of knowledge enable, or how historically contingent ways of understanding 
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the world, make it possible to exercise power in specific ways. Foucault’s analyses point 
to how the modern exercise of power is closely linked to the production of truth about 
ourselves: “regimes of power establish, deploy, promote and intensify the truths of our selves.” 
(Rose 1999: 95). To explain further how power produces subjects capable of being acted 
upon and of acting upon themselves, I will turn to the technology of confession, which I 
find to be especially relevant in the context of documentary portraits.  
In his analyses, Foucault gives new consideration to the 'examination of conscience' and 
confession in early Christian literature (Foucault 1978). He investigates pastoral power, 
which is exercised by the constitution of a religious authority, the priest, who is believed 
capable of interpreting and judging the truth about a person, through the individual’s 
production of truth about itself. The priest uses this knowledge to guide the individual in 
life to ensure that he will be in good hands when it comes to an end (Dreyfus & 
Rabinow 1982: 175). Foucault argues that pastoral power has served different purposes 
over time, from practices of purification and repentance rooted in Christian ethics to 
more recent practices of therapeutic normalization (Ibid: 257). In this process, the 
technology of confession has become secularized and is now an integral part of the 
political technologies, which govern populations and with which individuals govern 
themselves.  
“We have become a singularly confessing society... [The confession] plays a part in 
justice, medicine, education, family relationships, and love relations, in the most 
ordinary affairs of everyday life, and in the most solemn rites: one confesses one’s 
crimes, one’s sins, one’s thoughts and desires, one’s illnesses and troubles; one goes 
about telling, with the greatest precision, whatever is most difficult to tell...” 
(Foucault 1978: 59).  
 
The priest is no longer the only authority who can ensure our salvation, today we confess 
to a number of authorities, who in turn promise our salvation, perhaps in this world 
rather than the next. Whether the actual or imagined authorities are therapists, 
managers, doctors, teachers, anthropologists, economists or documentary filmmakers, 
they represent a system of truth (Rose 1998: 29):  
“The cultural desire to know the truth about oneself prompts the telling of truth 
(...) this mise en discours has placed the individual in a network of relations of 
power with those who claim to be able to extract the truth of these confessions 
through their possession of the keys to interpretation.” (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 
174).  
 
I am interested in the filmmaker as the holder of the key to interpretation. How is the 
subject’s confession rendered intelligible to us? How does the filmmaker use hybrid form 
to fabricate the story and the look of her film? This will give me some idea of the regime 
of truth that the filmmaker works within. Which transformation does she seek to make 
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possible through her production of knowledge about the subject’s production of 
knowledge about herself?   
 
Michael Renov argues that the camera can function as an instrument of confession in the 
context of video confessions. Director Jean Rouch explains that the camera can be a 
catalyst for behavior, which wouldn’t otherwise have occurred,  
“Yes, the camera deforms, but not from the moment that it becomes an 
accomplice. At that point it has the possibility of doing something I couldn’t do if 
the camera wasn’t there: it becomes a kind of psychoanalytic stimulant which lets 
people do things they wouldn’t otherwise do.”  (Rouch in Renov 2004: 197).  
 
This is an example of the filmmaker-subject connection as a therapeutic relation, which 
encourages the subject to know and accept herself through confession. Renov contends 
that successful examples of such video confessions create a forum “in which the media 
facilitate understanding across the gaps of human difference rather than simply capitalizing on 
those differences in a rush to spectacle.” (Renov 2004: 215). This is relevant in relation to 
the representation of ‘the other’ as discussed above. I will look further into how 
confession can function so as to give added weight to subjective worlds, which have the 
potential to denaturalize dominant representations of, for example, sexuality and gender, 
prostitution and mental illness. The representation of personal worlds can in this way 
encourage intellectuals (and amongst them documentary filmmakers) “to abandon their 
universal prophetic voice” (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982: 202). 
 
The body 
Another interesting technology of the self of special relevance to this thesis is what Rose 
refers to as “body techniques” (Rose 1998: 31). Rose points to the fact that certain 
truths of gender regulate how we relate to ourselves through corporal regimes; 
“prescribed, rationalized, and taught in manuals of advice, etiquette, and manners, and 
enjoined by sanctions as well as seductions.” (Ibid: 32). The way we move our bodies are a 
part of the way we subjectify ourselves according to dominant ideas of gender. 
Judith Butler’s theory of performative gender treats the body as a discursive construction, 
which is produced and reproduced within power relations (Stormhøj 2006: 83). Gender 
as such constitutes an ideal, which regulates identities and norms concerning how 
‘normal’ heterosexual men and women should look, behave, and express themselves. 
These norm-regulating acts and expressions, result in femininity and masculinity. 
‘Woman’ within this category has to live up to certain criteria concerning her anatomy, 
character, desire and sexual behavior, and is marginalized in different ways if she does not 
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(Stormhøj 2006: 81). In the context of women and cinema, we need only think of 
Marilyn Monroe’s playful smile as she catches her white dress blown up by a draft from a 
sidewalk grate. The smoldering gaze of Rita Hayworth as she places a cigarette between 
her painted lips. 
 
Concerning documentary film, the question is how the body is represented; “elements of 
sexism pervade not only the roles and subjectivities made available to women in the world but 
the representations of the body as image and Other” (Nichols 1991: 177). A conventional 
representation of the female body in documentary film will typically invite the viewer to 
relate to it in terms of “those systems of sympathy, charity, martyrdom, and victimization” 
(Ibid: 243). However, strategies of representation can make us aware of the divide 
between person and social type. 
 
The representation of the body can be analyzed on three different levels 
1) The narrative domain: Here the body functions as a causal agent within “story time” 
2) The indexical domain: The body as a social actor in historical time  
3) The mythical domain: The body as spectacle, icon, or type in ahistorical timelessness 
(Ibid: 243). 
I will investigate the representation of the body on all three levels giving special attention 
to the mythical dimension, which is directly connected to feminist strategies of 
subverting patriarchal representations of women. Does the representation of the body 
challenge our conventional understandings of gender and femininity? 
 
 
Performative documentary 
My selection of works place themselves in a more recent ‘category’ of cultural 
production, in which the act of representation no longer aims to represent reality in the 
most ‘truthful’ manner. Post-modern relativizing of master narratives concerning the 
workings of our world has placed a focus instead on “subjective aspects of a classically 
objective discourse” (Nichols 1994: 95). This approach makes itself felt in the style and 
tone of such films as the filmmaker is not constrained by the demand to present her 
argument in an authoritative, expert manner, which may represent the world as it is (!) 
(Ibid: 100). We find here as well, that epistemological questions have entered the scene, 
how do we know what we know, and is it possible to experience from a different 
perspective, something which we thought we knew for certain?  
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In the following, I will explore the specific tendency within recent documentary films, 
which Bill Nichols refers to as performative documentary (Nichols 1994). Characteristic 
of this tendency is the use of hybrid aesthetics. My analysis of three specific practices of 
documentary films will focus on their use of hybrid aesthetics as a deliberate strategy to 
question certain regimes of truth about the women represented. I have chosen these 
specific portraits for their potential to communicate the inner world of ‘woman’ as social 
subject, an approach, which differs from dominant forms of representation of women. 
The documentary films are, then, specifically interesting to analyze in terms of the 
interplay between content and form.  
  
Furthermore, I will not attempt to define documentary film as such, or to walk the 
reader through a chronological explanation of the conventions thereof. Instead, I will 
follow the example of Bill Nichols whose approach is inspired by Foucault. In Blurred 
Boundaries (Nichols 1994) he argues that the existence of culture to some degree relies 
on categories (discursive formations), such as documentary and reality, fact and fiction, 
but that such categories defy closed definitions. He appeals to his readers to relate to his 
criticism as fragmented contributions to specific topics. In so doing, he distances himself 
from the research tradition, which seeks to establish a linear and causal explanation of 
the world and its truths (Nichols 1994: xiii). 
With the help of Bill Nichols’ concept of performative documentary, we will now 
explore how this style of documentary communicates its message in a way, which both 
continues and breaks with conventional conceptions of the purpose of documentary film.  
An important characteristic of performative documentary is its reliance on what Nichols 
calls embodied knowledge (Ibid: 2). The focus is on the subjective experience of a social 
actor and the historical contingency of this person’s experience. This makes for an 
investigative and personal tone bringing to the fore a tension between specific lived 
experience and a general conception of reality, between concrete expressions and abstract 
truths. The viewer is invited to experience a personal world from the subjective position 
of the represented in the historical context of her meeting with the filmmaker. Nichols 
talks of evocation as the opposite of a descriptive approach with an all-important focus 
on expressiveness. The point is to emotionally engage the viewer to experience the world 
of the represented, as though it were the viewer herself who was the object of 
representation. In other words, to emotionally appeal to the viewer in a way that 
provokes identification with the represented (Ibid: 97). In this way the viewer becomes 
the primary referent as opposed to the historical world. This has a de-familiarizing effect, 
meaning that a tension occurs between what we know (the historical world) and what 
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we see (evocation), and what we see is a world brought into being between the “images of 
personal worlds and their subjective construction” (Ibid: 1) as well as between text and 
viewer (Ibid: 102). 
 
The politics of experience, location and body  
Nichols argues that the politics of experience, location and body are integral to 
performative documentary, which insists on the dialectical interconnections of the 
specific, the local, lived experience and political issues. The testimonials and knowledge 
of the individual give us a new perspective on frozen ideas about the dichotomies of self 
and other, us and them (Nichols 1994: 1-16 & 104-105). This is especially true for 
those who are different, marginalized, or misplaced (Ibid: 15). Issues such as mental 
illness and prostitution are treated in my chosen case studies. However, more subtle 
levels of difference are attempted evoked as well on the level of specific women’s 
experience and sense of self within patriarchal and capitalist regimes of truth.  
These stories ask “to what extent can the particular serve as illustration for the general? To 
what extent is the general a misunderstanding of the concrete, the everyday, and what this 
means for historically located individuals?” (Nichols 1994: 2). The style of performative 
documentary is such that the viewer must make her own conclusions based on the links 
that are evoked through expressivity, juxtaposition and montage. The viewer is asked to 
reflect upon her understanding of herself and her relation to the other through a position 
of identification rather than from a position of general knowledge of hardened 
categorizations of social difference. The act of viewing, representation and self-
representation is a form of being-in-action, a construction of the self, that of the subject, 
the viewer and the filmmaker, as desiring, remembering, confessing bodies-in-action. 
They are bodily engaged in the production of meaning, representation and self-
representation. “These films bring the force of history, memory, and knowledge down to the 
level of immediate experience and individual subjectivity.” (Ibid: 16). The body-in-action is 
not represented as a frozen icon or image, it is not categorized or fixed. Rather, it desires, 
it is open to change and it appeals to identification. There is still a hope that things can 
be different as marginal knowledges find a forum for a different expression, a different 
subjectification,  
“By restoring a sense of the local, specific, and embodied as a vital locus for social 
subjectivity, performative documentary gives figuration to and evokes dimensions of 
the political unconscious that remain suspended between an immediate here and 
now and a utopian alternative.” (Ibid: 106). 
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Experience exits private consciousness and enters the domain of collective consciousness, 
which transforms desire into popular memory, political community, shared orientation, 
and “joins the abstract to the concrete, the general to the particular, the individual to the 
collective, and the political to the personal, in a dialectical, transformative mode.” (Ibid: 94). 
 
Strategies of representation 
According to Nichols, the primary purpose of performative documentary is to re-invent 
through representation a world we thought we already knew. Through the suspension of 
realism it becomes possible “to know difference differently” (Nichols 1994: 97). In order to 
achieve this aim, to “poetically engage this world” (Ibid: 95), these films rely on expressive, 
stylized, subjective, and evocative elements.  
 
Nichols points to four modes of representation in documentary film, the expository 
mode, the observational mode, the interactive mode, and the reflexive mode. It is rare 
that a single mode of representation is used exclusively; rather the modes find new ways 
of intertwining and materializing as filmmakers continue their exploration of style in 
relation to social purpose (Ibid: 33). In the following, I will discuss how techniques 
related to these four modes of representation can be employed in the context of 
performative documentary. The reader should not expect an explanation of the 
conventional use of each mode seeing as performative documentary more often than not 
turns the conventions upside down.  
 
Expository techniques “serve to evoke or poetically engage this world” (Nichols 1994: 95) 
primarily through tone, style and voice.  
Traditionally, the expository mode assumes a position of objectivity and judgment. It 
draws on the knowledges, which are accepted as true at a specific period of time. The 
image-text of the film then contributes a new subject and topic of investigation, which 
can be understood within this familiar frame of reference “that need not be questioned or 
established but simply taken for granted.” (Nichols 1991: 35). Performative documentary 
turns this convention on its head and uses instead the expository mode to de-familiarize 
its frame of reference. Through poetic modes of exposition, dominant morals and 
explanations within our culture are made strange (Ibid: 36). Poetic qualities such as 
actions, gestures, texture, color, and rhythm combine to create an expressive style, which 
may work to either celebrate or identify alternative values, experiences, ways of life, 
which contrast with established regimes of truth.  In the same spirit, the image flow may 
be driven forward by “the musical pattern of association” (Ibid.), where montage is governed 
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by poetic suggestion, rather than by any specific logical order. The strange juxtaposition 
of images is another affective editing strategy, which uses contrast to provoke the viewer 
to question that, which is taken for granted, to see it in a new way. The aim of such 
strategies of representation is to give affective emphasis to the film’s thematic argument 
(Ibid: 37). In Elle s’appelle Sabine, the thematic argument revolves around how society 
regards and treats those who fall outside of ‘normalcy’. The viewer is invited to question 
Sabine’s treatment through the contrasting relationship between overexposed and 
dream-like photographs and footage of a young, spirited Sabine, and ‘realist’ footage of 
her obese and apathetic body after five years in a mental hospital.  
Voice in poetic exposition is more likely to be the voice-over soundtrack of the 
represented than that of an omniscient god/filmmaker. The individual’s confession serves 
to draw the viewer into a subjective reality, which may contrast with the shared values of 
a social collectivity, exposing it as a social construction (Ibid: 36). The tone and the 
perspective of performative documentary construct a relationship between the filmmaker 
and her subject, in which the social actor seems to lend her voice to the filmmaker’s 
argument as opposed to being a witness, who is used by the filmmaker (Ibid: 37). 
 
Observational techniques “lend stress to qualities of duration, texture, and experience” 
(Nichols 1994: 95). 
Observational cinema gives the impression of being there with the social actors through a 
strong sense of time and space. The camera is observing (often over a longer period of 
time) the details, routines, and intimate moments of everyday life. The focus is on the 
activities of the individual, the space they are in, the things that surround them. 
Recurring images of the details in their specific locations become associated with the 
subject and her sense of self, place and identity (Ibid: 41). It is through these images that 
the viewer gains a sense of texture and an impression of observing lived time as opposed 
to “story time” (Ibid: 40). 
 
The camera is committed to observing the lived, specific experiences of individuals and 
so avoids the use of images to illustrate generalizations. Therefore, the individual is often 
captured within a specific social formation, be it an institution, her family, her 
workplace, here the camera can capture her ‘reality’ as it unfolds in typical surroundings.  
Juxtapositions and other editing techniques can be used to cut off the ‘natural’ unfolding 
of events, “The conventions of observation make abrupt shifts of time or location less likely as 
ways to jar the viewer into fresh insight. More likely are abrupt, surprising, or unexpected shifts 
in the perspective of or self-representation by a social actor” (Nichols 1991: 41). In the context 
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of performative documentary abrupt shifts in time and location may also occur so long as 
it serves the point of evoking the inner, personal world of the social actor. Such moments 
can be powerful in their ability to open up a new perspective for the viewer (Ibid.).  
“Observational cinema affords the viewer an opportunity to look in on and 
overhear something of the lived experience of others, to gain some sense of the 
distinct rhythms of everyday life, to see the colors, shapes and spatial relationships 
among people and their possessions, to hear the intonation, inflection, and accents 
that give a spoken language its “grain” and that distinguish one native speaker 
from another. If there is something to be gained from an affective form of learning, 
observational cinema provides a vital forum for such experience.” (Ibid: 42). 
 
This is interesting in the context of Between Rooms, because again we find that the modes 
are mixed. We observe the prostitute, Helle, but in a poetic way. The timeframe is only 
10 minutes, so the viewer is not allowed to follow the social actor long enough to get to 
know her intimately through her day to day routines. Rather in this 10-minute break 
between two costumers, we are afforded a close-up of every little detail of Helle and her 
working space. Colors, shapes, skin, her voice revealing the most intimate of her 
reflections. She describes to us the smells in the room, and her preparatory rituals. We 
are as close as we can come. The poetic qualities of the representation make it so that for 
a moment, we no longer “overhear” and “look in on”, we feel, smell and see, we relate 
and identify. The viewer is not given unmediated and objective access to ‘the world’ in 
the spirit of the observational mode of representation, instead she is given access to a 
social actor’s personal world and is asked to look closer than she ever did before.  
 
Interactive techniques “give greater emphasis to the affective dimensions of experience for the 
filmmaker, to the filmmaker’s subjective position and emotional disposition.” (Nichols 1994: 
96). 
 
Carl Plantinga argues that conventional characteristics of both the non-fiction and the 
fiction genre “can be used to intentionally “trick” the spectator” (Plantinga 1997: 16). This 
may bring attention to the way in which the viewer can be misled by such cues. The 
interview has a very strong bond to the realist tradition in documentary film. When 
people confess we expect for them to tell the truth. Referring back to Foucault’s 
genealogy of confession, from Christian ethics to psychological therapy, our society is 
build around the notion that we can find relief in telling the truth about our inner 
workings.  
In recent fiction film, the use of interview as a realist technique is played with exactly to 
trick the spectator into emotional engagement. In Per Fly’s Forestillinger, a fictious mini-
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TV-series of six episodes, the director interviews his characters, asking them to explain 
their behavior. In this way, the actors find themselves in a new time-space, where they 
seem to be taken out of story time and related to as social actors rather than actors. We 
see the characters squirm in their seats and look into the ceiling as they search for the 
right words to explain their complex emotional lives. Moments of involuntary laughter 
reveal their shame and discomfort. Of course, it is all part of the fiction, but the point of 
these scenes is to give the viewer realist access to the inner world of the characters, to let 
her identify through knowing what ‘really’ happened.  
 
In the animation movie Surf’s Up, a small penguin enters into a surfing contest to prove 
his worth to himself and the world. His journey is difficult and challenging, he is tested 
on many levels as he confronts a family who doesn’t believe in him, and searches his soul 
to find his purpose and values in life. How does the viewer become privy to his deepest 
insecurities, his hopes and fears? How does she get under his skin, and grasp his inner 
workings? The animation film borrows its structure from reality TV-shows, the little 
penguin is pulled aside, has a microphone shoved into his face and he confesses. We can 
say that these are examples of fiction films, which make use of a realist technique in order 
to provoke a feeling in the audience of getting deep into the psyche of the characters, a 
technique to appeal to the viewer to suspend disbelief and identify. It is a technique, 
which is strange to the fiction genre, but commonplace in the ‘realist’ documentary 
tradition. The interview can take many forms, but the focus in performative 
documentary is on the meeting between filmmaker and subject resulting in local 
knowledge stemming from a specific time-space. One version is the masked interview, 
where we do not see and hear the filmmaker. The conversation has been planned and 
discussed prior to filming, but it seems ‘natural’ that the interviewee is addressing the 
viewer or another social actor directly. Another version can be dialogue, which makes the 
viewer forget that the interview situation is taking place within a hierarchy, in which the 
filmmaker has the last say on how to represent her subject (Nichols 1991: 52). If we do 
not see and hear the filmmaker, inter-titles can be used as the filmmaker’s part of the 
dialogue, putting the witness’ confession into her arguments (Ibid: 55). 
Insofar as the filmmaker’s presence is that of absence, her “unacknowledged, nonresponsive 
presence clears the way for the dynamics of empathetic identification, poetic immersion or 
voyeuristic pleasure.” (Ibid: 44). In this manner, interactive techniques can give us a feeling 
that we are being addressed directly by a social actor, providing us with local knowledge 
through her testimonial. It is through her that we learn about the historical world, and 
not through the voice-of-god. “The extension of particular encounters into more generalized 
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ones remains entirely possible, but the possibility remains, at least in part, one that viewers must 
establish through their own engagement with the text itself.” (Ibid: 56). 
 
The fabricated quality of this type of film reminds us that it is the subjective construction 
of the filmmaker. However, no matter the extent to which the filmmaker seeks to 
distance herself from the legacy of privileged documentary filmmakers, who have 
recorded the objective truth about ‘the other’ from a position of expert knowledge, the 
fact of the matter remains that “to speak of the real, to interpret its meaning, implicates us in 
the continuing construction of the very reality we discover over against us.” (Nichols 1994: xv). 
As Nichols reminds us, “The invention of needs always goes hand in hand with the 
compulsion to help the needy, a noble and self-gratifying task that also renders the helper’s service 
indispensable.” (Ibid: 6). The documentary filmmaker as the holder of the key of 
interpretation takes part in the governmental activity of problematizing and theorizing. 
However, herein lies also the transformative potential of the production of truth, 
questioning the effects of certain truths opens up a space for new truths, new 
subjectifications. In the case that the film is about the interaction between filmmaker 
and her subject (as it is in Elle s’appelle Sabine), questioning the taken-for-granted is 
achieved by making “a statement about the interactions themselves and what they disclose 
about filmmaker and social actors alike” (Nichols 1991: 45) rather than by building a case 
about the world.  
 
Reflexive techniques “draw our attention to the subjectivities and intensities that surround 
and bathe the scene as represented.” (Nichols 1994: 96). In performative documentary, 
reflexive techniques are not used so much to make the viewer aware of the process of 
filmmaking, as to “draw attention to the performative quality of the film per se, heightening 
our awareness that it is the film which brings into being as if for the first time a world whose 
appearances and meanings we think we already know.” (Ibid.). 
 
The reflexive mode  
“is itself the least naive and the most doubtful about the possibilities of 
communication and expression that the other modes take for granted. Realist access 
to the world, the ability to provide persuasive evidence, the possibility of 
indisputable argument, the unbreakable bond between an indexical image and 
that which it represents – all these notions prove suspect.” (Nichols 1991: 60).  
 
This is the problem presented to us by the overlap of fact and fiction in performative 
documentary: if the conventions of the documentary genre are questioned, then it is 
devalued as a science, as a valid reliable source of knowledge within our society. What 
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function it serves is open for interpretation, and the critical voices may be loud and 
many. Performative documentary does not claim to give an objective view of its topic, 
but still the subjective viewpoint is expected to be taken seriously, so as to say, this 
specific viewpoint in this time and place is as valid as any theory about the world and 
how it functions.  
In Between Rooms, Helle is a social actor, but the look of the film is clearly a fabrication 
of the filmmaker’s imagination. What we see is not a “slice of reality” understood as an 
objective view of the everyday life and surroundings of Helle as a prostitute. Why is her 
‘reality’ romanticized for us, why should we dwell upon close-ups of the flower on her 
dressing table, why should we even allow ourselves to look at her body as a fragile and 
sensual vehicle, when we know that she has sold it to one man after another? The point 
here is that what we see is indeed a choice, a construction of a message with the 
filmmaker as the sender. However, how should a ‘realist’ documentary about Helle, the 
prostitute, look? Perhaps it should focus on her as a social outcast, the style should be 
gritty and somber to remind the viewer of the social degradation connected with her 
profession. Poetic qualities should be omitted so as to make sure that the hopelessness of 
her existence is made clear. ‘Realism’ is just as much a stylistic strategy chosen by a 
filmmaker, who is a product of a society within which dominant understandings of reality 
make such a representation of prostitution seem realistic. In Between Rooms the focus is 
on Helle as a body-in-action, a non-fixed identity, a social actor on a spiritual journey 
who has developed strategies to protect her soul, and who longs for a future where she 
dares to feel again. It is an unusual representation, but is it less real? 
It is in this way that performative documentary is reminiscent of the ostranenie effect 
invented by Russian formalists, “the making strange of the familiar, and the making familiar 
of the strange.” (Nichols 1991: 61). Between Rooms plays with the conventions of 
documentary film, with the norms of what can be represented, but in doing so the 
conventions and norms themselves are made strange. Can we know differently? It is here 
that we find the potential for political change, “the representation of reality has to be 
countered by an interrogation of the reality of representation. Only this can lead to any 
significant transformation.” (Ibid: 63). By political transformation, I mean the potential to 
make possible different discursive formations and subjectifications, not as a step closer to 
a truer world beyond our world.  
“For Brecht the attitudinal position of the viewing subject springs from an 
attitudinal position in the work – the political artwork embodies a difference 
between the way things are and the way they can be.... To avoid the new world of 
possibility appearing as nothing but noise, the artwork must also make use of the 
old world as standard. Meaning, and its realization in action, comes from the 
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differences between the two world views. Political art defamiliarizes the world. 
But it does so by playing off our connections to that world.” (Dana Polan in 
Nichols 1991: 66-67) 
 
This is a strategy, which we find in Elle s’appelle Sabine. We are introduced to the story of 
Sabine, we see footage of her stemming from her days of youth and beauty, and inter-
titles inform us of her symptoms of autism and her difficulties in dealing with sorrow and 
stress. As a matter of logic, she is committed to a hospital to get help and stays there for 
five years. What happens in those five years is not commented upon, but the Sabine we 
are confronted with after, is in itself a greater comment upon the ‘help’ that she has 
received in this institution than any words could have expressed. As the audience takes 
their time to let this new version of Sabine sink in, we witness an interview with a 
representative of the mental hospital, who speaks of Sabine’s progress and of the staff’s 
satisfaction with this development. The taken-for-granted logic of the ideology behind 
this kind of treatment is juxtaposed with an alternative view on the matter.  
 
Reflexivity can also work on the level of conversation. In the context of feminism and my 
own film production, reflexivity is sought achieved by asking women to speak about 
alternative values and subjectivities to those, which seem normal within patriarchal 
ideology. The very normative aim of my own film is to get women to articulate (to 
confess to) their strategies to express parts of their womanhood, which may not fit into 
the society in which they live. By discussing topics such as creativity, beauty and 
sexuality, my subjects recontextualize these topics so that what had seemed an individual 
problem transforms into the shared experience of a collectivity. This is a way of raising 
awareness, which in the world of Foucault is exactly to become aware that power is 
productive in the sense that the individual is positioning itself within a discursive regime 
of truth, which can be re-negotiated and resisted.  
 
Performative paradox  
Performative documentary poses a paradox: it generates a tension between the image-
text and the people represented, between personal experience and received knowledge, 
history and science, fact and fiction. However, the referential aspect remains. Even 
though their tone and expressive qualities seek to evoke the specific, the local, the 
particular, the indexical bond (as Nichols calls the claim to the authentic representation 
of the world) is not cut. Between Rooms, for example, produces knowledge about the 
reality of prostitution, which is the overarching conceptual category of the film. 
However, the point is not to generalize about the reality of being a prostitute, but to use 
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strategies of hybrid form to redirect our attention toward the discrepancy between the 
person and the social type in a specific case. The historical status may be subordinated, 
but it remains intact. Going back to Foucault, we are reminded that there is no way to 
expose the truth behind the world, performative documentary enters into the power 
relationship of reproducing the conventions of documentary film and ways to speak 
about ‘the other’ with the possibility of transformation. Even though the filmmaker may 
struggle to let us into the world of the subject, it is the filmmaker’s perspective, which 
determines how this reality will be represented. It is a result of a number of choices 
concerning which events to include, which shots to leave out, angles, light, proximity, 
order, cropping to mention but a few examples. Performative documentary renegotiates 
the way we speak of its topics and strives to create discursive space for the negotiation of 
new subject positions.  
 
In the analysis, I will investigate how the three practices of performative documentary re-
appropriate aesthetics for the purposes of representing the inner world of specific 
women, and of problematizing stereotypical representations of the other as well as 
woman as spectacle. 
 
 
Hybrid aesthetics and realism 
Performative documentary  
“both continues and undercuts aspects of the documentary film tradition. Most 
notably, these works draw emphasis away from the historical referent and toward 
elements of expressivity without, however, constructing works that would normally 
be considered fictions. The blurred boundaries that result are of considerable 
significance.” (Nichols 1994: xiv). 
 
Earlier I discussed the relationship between truth and the documentary film. The matter 
becomes even more complex, as the three films I investigate in this thesis use hybrid 
aesthetics; that is to say, they claim to represent ‘reality’ whilst using an expressive style 
familiar to us from fiction. In the following, I will discuss whether the use of hybrid 
aesthetics is subversive to realism.  
A rigid division between fiction and fact characterized film theory in the first half of the 
20th century. As an example of this, the film theorists Siegfried Kracauer and Bela Balazs 
argued that documentary reportage and newsreels are the types of footage with the 
highest degree of non-manipulation and purity “due to their lack of aesthetic reconstruction” 
(Bruzzi 2006: 14). From this perspective, an authentic piece of evidential footage must 
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be untainted by the aesthetic vision of the filmmaker. As Kracauer concluded “the absence 
of “beauty” yields a greater quotient of “truth”” (Ibid.). Thus, any kind of intentional use of 
aesthetic tools is considered a sort of manipulation, which is in direct opposition to the 
factual (Bruzzi 2006: 41). 
 
The problem of classifying, categorizing and relating to documentary reportage, for 
instance, as a pure genre, untainted by aesthetic meddling, is that such a viewpoint is 
based on the assumption that there is a reliable contractual agreement between sender 
and viewer:  
“Ved at man blander genrerne, får man problemer med genrebetegnelserne. Og 
det er i sig selv alvorligt nok. For genrebetegnelserne udgør i sig selv en garanti, 
hvad angår indholdets brugsfunktion. De er udtryk for en udtrykt kontrakt 
mellem afsender og modtager og signalerer dels hvad publikum kan forvente, dels 
hvordan det kan forventes at reagere. Fiktion signalerer således, at ‘dette kan tages 
som en oplevelse’, som der kun forventes individuelle reaktioner på. Fakta 
signalerer ‘at disse oplysninger er pålidelige’, dem kan man basere sit forhold til 
virkeligheden og sine handlinger i virkeligheden på. Man kan og bør derfor 
reagere handlingsmæssigt og politisk på oplysningerne.” 8(Emphasis in the 
original). (Stiegel in Hansen 1990: 78). 
 
In this manner, Jørgen Stiegel, who wrote this, Kracauer and Balazs argue that a genre in 
itself guarantees the visual product, so that the viewer may calmly sit back and decode 
the meanings that the sender has laid into the text in accordance with the conventions of 
its genre.   
 
Various types of non-fiction films and television make use of conventional characteristics, 
which offer the illusion of authenticity and credibility and so hides partiality. Typically, 
television news is delivered to us from an on-screen journalist who is constituted as a 
reliable figure of authority. Voice-over narration accompanies footage of the topic at 
hand. Are these photos objective and neutral just because they presumably haven’t been 
aesthetically altered and because they fall under the category ‘realist’? Think about the 
criteria for what is considered newsworthy. Think about the reporter’s background, how 
it influences the way she relates to the news she researches. What about the footage, why 
                                                 
8 “By mixing the genres, you run into problems with the definitions of genre. And that is in itself serious 
enough. Because the definitions of genre provide in themselves a guarantee concerning the function of the 
content. They signify an explicit contract between sender and receiver and signal partly what the audience can 
expect, and partly how it can be expected to react. In this manner, ficiton signals that ‘this can be taken as an 
experience’, upon which only individual reactions can be expected. Fact signals that ‘this information is 
reliable’, you can base your relation with reality and your actions in reality on it. You can and should, therefore, 
react actively and politically upon this information.”  
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was it taken of the roaring crowd when in the next street people were discussing 
peacefully amongst themselves? Consider the editing process of inclusion and exclusion.  
Nichols points out, that conventions of realism in news work so as to calm the viewer 
down and create a passive space where the events out there can be observed from a safe 
distance. The appeal to the viewer’s emotional involvement is abandoned as the 
anchorperson takes her by the hand and leads her through rounded-off stories rendering 
the world knowable in little time (Nichols 1981: 175). The commercial advertisement 
that follows, however, is designed to wake up the viewer, to make her become 
emotionally involved and act. In commercial advertisement we are asked,  
“to improve something. But what we’re asked to improve is not the world but our 
own private situations or selves. And this improvement does not demand spiritual 
striving or political struggle, it simply requires the purchase of commodities (...) If 
the news says, Look but don’t care, commercials say, Look and care.” (Maaret 
Koskinen in Nichols 1981: 175-176). 
 
If Foucault reminds us that any discursive formation is an exercise of power, why would 
the viewer just accept that the genre, which the sender has chosen for her visual product, 
is correct and unproblematic? Per Theil Hansen argues that the postmodern viewer is 
left with the absolute freedom to interpret an aesthetic product, which means that the 
job of determining its genre also befalls the viewer. The deconstructionist reading of a 
text chooses its own frame of reference, its own structures and genres (Hansen 1990: 
79).  
The key point here is ‘context’. As soon as we as viewers assign meaning to what we see, 
we contextualize it according to our own frame of reference as individuals who act within 
regimes of practice and knowledge. Is it possible to separate fact from interpretation? 
Filmmakers too are influenced by their view on the world shaped by past experiences, 
influences and communities. The inescapable fact remains that “every representation, 
however fully imbued with documentary significance, remains a fabrication” (Nichols 1991: 
57). This is the point of view that leads Trinh T. Minh-Ha to conclude, in the same vein 
as Theil Hansen, “there is no such thing as documentary” (Minh-Ha in Kirstein 1998: 58). 
Bill Nichols takes a different approach; he argues that documentary is a category, a 
discursive formation like any other, which contributes to the making up of culture. 
However, his key point is that it is far from static, our understanding of what it is, of 
how to produce documentary film, and of relating to it changes over time (Nichols 1994: 
xiii).  
 
In the context of a feminist cinema, E. Ann Kaplan argues that the way realism is used is 
just as important as the question of realism per se. According to her, it is pointless to 
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discuss feminist documentary without bearing in mind the ideological context and 
political orientation of the image-text. She points out that realism should not be thought 
of as a naturally appropriate style, arguing that more attention should be given to the 
effects that realist conventions have on the viewer (Kaplan in Nichols 1991: 67). Clearly, 
Kaplan does not believe the viewer as capable of disregarding filmic conventional cues as 
Hansen does. Importantly, she politicizes ‘realism’ by speaking of it as a set of filmic 
techniques whose uses are strategic and ideological. The idea that text and ideology are 
inseparable is what led Laura Mulvey to suggest that a feminist cinema must be one of 
counter-aesthetics or negation-aesthetics in the 70s. That is to say that feminist 
strategies of representation cannot belong within a mainstream tradition whose 
conventions are dictated by dominant patriarchal ideology. This point of view, among 
others, resulted in a tradition of women’s cinematic aesthetics, which opposed what 
already was through the denial of visual and narrative pleasure (Mulvey in Butler 2002: 
6-7). However, as Anneke Smelik points out, it is problematic to ask female viewers to 
reject visual pleasures already denied to them in dominant cinema (cp. women’s negative 
identification p. 14). (Smelik 1998: 12). 
 
My selection of documentary portraits blends conventions of fact and fiction for the 
purpose of representing the subjective and inner worlds of their subjects. In this way, 
they take part in the exploration and subversion of realist codes. In Between Rooms, for 
example, the prostitute is represented so as to appeal to the viewer’s emotional 
identification despite her status as a social outcast. In order to do this, issues of 
subjectivity, identification and gender are key elements. However, Nichols points to the 
fact that  
“Issues of objectivity, ethics, and ideology have become the hallmark of 
documentary debate as issues of subjectivity, identification, and gender have of 
narrative fiction. But this divide is a matter of aesthetic convention and historical 
circumstance. Nothing precludes the documentary from incorporating moments of 
identification” (Nichols 1991: 156).  
 
What Nichols is saying here is that non-fictional conventions of realist style are 
constructed and open to change. This argument is supported by Michael Renov who 
contends that documentary film is far from an exclusively sober discourse and that its 
constitution as such is a fiction: “It is the domain of non-fiction which has most explicitly 
articulated the scientific yearning; it is here also that the debates around evidence, objectivity and 
knowledge have been centered. I would argue then that the non-ficiton film and the scientific 
project are historically linked.” (Renov 2000: 35).  
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Nichols discusses the fact that documentary film rarely explored the uses of a poetic, 
emotionally engaging approach after the 20s because documentary film was placed 
“outside formal or aesthetic debate where, to a large extent, it remains today.” (Nichols 1981: 
171). Performative documentary performs the role of re-negotiating the use of aesthetics 
in connection with representing the real. It uses conventions of fictional modes of 
representation to challenge the paradox, made clear by Nichols above, that emotional 
involvement is reserved for fiction. “It is only by examining how a series of sounds and 
images signify that we can begin to rescue documentary from the anti-theoretical, ideologically 
complicit argument that documentary-equals-reality, and that the screen is a window rather 
than a reflecting surface.” (Nichols 1981: 172). 
 
Aesthetical decisions of how to present filmic material are not outside of power relations, 
and neither is the choice of which content is considered presentable. As Nichols pointed 
out above, issues of identification are rarely dealt with in the documentary genre. “Rather 
than being presented from the exterior only, identification requires that characters be presented 
from the interior as well. Identification comes from being drawn into an empathetic attachment 
to a particular character’s situation” (Nichols 1991: 156). This kind of experiment, 
however, normally falls outside of the realm of documentary exactly because experiences, 
which are closely linked to the inner world, are not considered realistic (even though 
such experiences can be perfectly real for the ones who experience them) (Grodal 2007: 
179). Torben Grodal explains that we typically rely on fictional conventions such as 
metaphors, colors, shapes, texture, sounds or certain compositions to show a character’s 
emotional state (Ibid.). These are some of the tools that performative documentary uses 
to represent the inner life of the represented subject and to invite the viewer to identify 
with her as a social actor rather than a social type.  
 
Hybrid form extends the possible space for documentary representation via challenging 
the space of reality. In other words, the boundaries of the documentary genre get fuzzy 
concurrently with new approaches to ‘reality’ and ways of representing it. Finite 
theoretical truths are abandoned and replaced by a hybrid form which invites the viewer, 
not to uncover the hidden truth of the filmmaker or the subject, but to emotionally 
engage in the creation of herself as subject, to challenge her own truths, and provoke new 
questions as she examines her relation to ‘the other’ and to reality.  
To conclude, this thesis builds on the assumption that the use of poetic and expressive 
aesthetics need not be reserved for genres of fiction. Performative documentary retains a 
status of non-fiction film while subverting documentary conventions of style. Hybrid 
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aesthetics serve the purpose of representing a subjective reality, whilst suspending realist 
representation, in order to challenge our understanding of ourselves, ‘the other’ and 
reality.  
 
Above, I have discussed how I render my domain of study intelligible. In the following 
chapter, I will gather the theoretical propositions and develop a strategy for analyzing the 
three practices of documentary portraits.  
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3. Design of Analysis 
In this chapter, I will briefly discuss how I intend to apply the concepts and perspectives 
from the previous chapter. As I have mentioned earlier, there is no formulaic analytical 
strategies, which can be deduced from Foucault’s poststructuralist perspective. It is, 
therefore, up to the individual researcher to develop a strategy of analysis, which 
corresponds to the aim of the analysis as well as the specificity of the empirical material. 
 
In the three separate analyses, I will investigate how each specific practice of 
performative documentary re-appropriates aesthetics for the purpose of representing the 
inner world of certain women, and of problematizing stereotypical representations of 
woman as spectacle as well as woman as ‘other’.  
This project has been created in France and Denmark, I have done my research in both 
countries, and so it was important for me to find recent works by a woman director from 
each country. Between Rooms is the Danish contribution by director Carolina Sascha 
Cogez. Elle s’appelle Sabine is the French contribution by actress and director, Sandrine 
Bonnaire. I have chosen these specific films because of the many layers in their respective 
representations, and because of their inspirational use of hybrid aesthetics. Furthermore, 
both films include a dimension of cultural criticism, which helps unravel the political 
potential of performative documentary. In the politicization of the personal, the 
represented women’s identities are played out among several cultural discourses, be they 
national, sexual, gender and/or class based. Whereas these two works have special 
emphasis on ‘otherness’, the focus in the analysis of my own production will be on 
women presenting and contrasting experiences in relation to their (self-)image and 
femininity. Furthermore, my position as filmmaker allows me to discuss such issues as the 
intended effects of strategies of representation. 
I will talk about the motivation and intention behind my own contribution, En Cours de 
Création, as well as the methodological approach, etc. in the chapter, Fieldwork. 
 
In the analyses, the main focus will be on conventions and codes of (self-)representations 
and their work in constructing subjectivities pertaining to ‘femininity’ and ‘difference’. 
The filmmakers’ and their subjects’ discourses of resistance will be treated on the level of 
representation (the subject tied to the filmmaker and her use of hybrid form) and of self-
representation (the subject tied to and understanding of the self – confession).  
In order to investigate the representability of woman as social subject, the analysis will 
pivot on the following themes:  
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• Feminine stereotypes 
• Woman’s desire (the inner life) 
• Cultural myths and ideological assumptions 
• The female body 
 
Furthermore, I will explore the use of hybrid form as a strategy for challenging imposed 
forms of identity, and exploring the discursive possibilities of new voices and 
subjectivities. Here, it becomes central to look for how the women filmmakers work 
with or against dominant ideological codes. How are they reproduced and/or attempted 
transformed: 
• Modes of representation (the expository mode, the observational mode, the 
interactive mode, and the reflexive mode) 
• The politics of experience, location and body 
• The three levels on which the filmmaker can inscribe herself: voice, seer and seen 
• Identification, subjectivity and gender 
 
I analyze all three films as examples of minor cinema with the specifically feminist 
objective of rewriting, subverting and appropriating male-dominant discourses. The aim 
of rethinking certain ‘feminine’ subject positions involves questions concerning how 
gender is performed and how certain ‘truths’ about gender are subverted. Therefore, my 
attention is directed towards how the films perform their role as political artwork using 
strategies of de-naturalization. In other words, how strategies of political reflexivity point 
to cultural criticism (textuality and knowledge), and which alternatives are suggested. 
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4. Analysis: Between Rooms9 
 
TITLE:    BETWEEN ROOMS 
COUNTRY:   DENMARK/2007 
DIRECTOR:   CAROLINA SASCHA COGEZ 
ABOUT THE DIRECTOR: Danish/ French director Caroline Sascha Cogez 
(b.1977). Educated at Roskilde University, 
Denmark with a BA in Sociology & Economy 
(2000), and has studied at Mountview Theatre 
School, London. Worked as Assistant Director 
for Lars von Trier (The Idiots, Dancer in the 
Dark & Dogville) 
 
RUNTIME:   5 min 52 sec 
PRODUCTION COMPANY: SUPER16/PASHA PARTS, LINE BJERREGAARD 
BRIEF SUMMARY: Helle, a street prostitute, talks about her 
strategies to cope with her work in a sex club 
and her hopes and desires for the future. The 
interview takes place in the span of time 
available between two costumers.  
 
 
Between Rooms offers a critical look on categories and definitions of woman as whore, 
while suggesting the inscription of sociality in constructions of femininity. The film 
portrays Helle, a prostitute, and through the use of hybrid form, it attempts to challenge 
how difference is perceived and represented, i.e. to denaturalize her as a spectacle and as 
the mythical figure of the whore.  
Through the process of the film, the viewer’s relation to the traditional conceptions of 
the whore is challenged as Helle shatters the unity of identity and vision. She ceases to 
be an object, constructed by the looks of men, and assumes a subjective vision of her 
own as she articulates the strategies she has developed in order to protect her emotional 
life, and her desire to “crawl back inside myself and just be me.” She comes alive as a social 
being whose inner life contrasts sharply with the fixed image of her as an empty shell. 
This transformation is closely bound up with processes of self-reflection.  
 
I want my feelings back 
The title Between Rooms (in Danish Mellem Rum) plays on the double meaning of the 
Danish words ‘mellem rum’, which means between rooms and ‘mellemrum’, which 
means a pause. We make Helle’s acquaintance in the 10-minute pause she has between 
two customers, and we observe her in the anonymous rooms of her workspace, a sex club 
in Denmark. It is in this specific time-space that she recounts her experiences as a 
                                                 
9 See film on http://www.artrebels.com/stores/visuals/index.php?component=product&page=view&id=84 
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prostitute. As her story unravels, we discover that Helle is not only between the spaces of 
two customers or between the spaces of room number x and x, but that she is mentally, 
emotionally, spiritually torn between states of being. 
 
The voice-over soundtrack of Helle’s testimonial tells the story. The choice of director, 
Carolina Sascha Cogez, to not be present in the film has several effects. First of all, the 
conversation between Helle and her is masked in such a way that it seems Helle is 
addressing the viewer directly. Her exploratory voice, crackly from nicotine, invites us on 
a journey into her inner world, encouraging the viewer to relate to her on a different level 
than as ‘the other’.  
“This is not what I wanted, 
not what I wanted to be. 
I want my feelings back.” 
 
Accompanying her voice, the observing camera allows the viewer access to the details of 
her body, her working space and routines. A close-up of the outline of Helle’s profile 
against the warm light of a red lamp. Her curly blond hair pulled to the side, revealing 
her long neck and the bra strap on her right shoulder. She places a cigarette in her mouth 
and lights it. In a medium shot we see her from behind, she has covered herself with a 
sports jacket, we see her naked backside and legs. She looks into the mirror and brushes 
her hair vigorously. Cut to close up of her face covered by shadows, she studies herself in 
the mirror as she puffs on a cigarette. Her rituals of preparation and the recurring images 
of doors, numbers, flowers, red and blue colors, images of porn and cigarettes become 
associated with Helle and her sense of self, place and identity and give the viewer a sense 
of texture and an impression of being there in lived time with her.  
 
Second of all, the absence of Cogez and the content of the interview (the somewhat 
atypical theme of a prostitute on a spiritual10  journey) give the impression of the 
filmmaker-subject relation as being therapeutic with Helle as the confessing subject. 
Theodor Reik in the Compulsion to Confess believes confession to be a means of getting 
to know ourselves. “It offers the best possibility for self-understanding and self-acceptance.” 
(Reik in Renov 2994: 197). Helle shares with us her journey into the dark places she has 
been, but just as importantly her journey into herself. The narrative development pivots 
on the acquisition of knowledge about her practices as a prostitute, but certainly also her 
spiritual search, her continuing self-construction. As she confesses to her ‘transgressions’ 
                                                 
10  I use “spiritual” in the non-religious sense proposed by Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, defintion 1: 
“of the human spirit (a person’s mind or feelings) or soul; not of physical things” (Hornby 1995: 1146) 
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and articulates her desires and hopes, it triggers a new awareness in the viewer, which is 
fundamentally social. The sadistic image of her as the social type of prostitute is made 
strange by her awareness of herself as multifaceted and fluid, taking on the projected 
image of prostitute. 
 
The less light, the less you can see of me 
The film is structured around the cultural myth of the whore and the Madonna, in the 
sense that the split between the sexual and the spiritual, the body and the soul is 
reflected on all layers of the film. Introducing this divide from the beginning, the film 
opens with the following words:  
“I couldn’t bear to have feelings. 
So I had to leave them at home. 
I survived because I was able to come back. 
Come back to me.” 
 
To survive her work, Helle has had to split herself in two. As she says “come back to me” 
we see her naked body on a bed, breathing. In this first medium shot of Helle we are 
introduced to her as fragmented, we cannot see her face, but we have unrestricted view 
to her naked skin, her breasts, her stomach, which gently moves up and down as oxygen 
circulates through her body. White linen is wrapped around her waist. The 
representation of her body is not sexy or erotic, her almost transparent skin and the lines 
of her ribs suggest vulnerability. As we hear the words “come back to me”, we understand 
that this body is a vehicle of a spiritual, desiring being. In this manner, Cogez introduces 
the idea of woman’s naked body as natural rather than objectified, of nudity as opposed 
to sexual exploitation. This point is enhanced further by the previous shot, which shows 
a door with the number 4 crumbling off the pane, perhaps her body is in room number 
four. This montage emphasizes the other role played by this body, as a number among 
many, an object in a dehumanized setting. The same contrast is found on the level of 
narrative where Helle’s account of her exterior reality is juxtaposed with her interior 
reality.  
 
The division between woman as spectacle and woman as social being is also highlighted 
through the juxtaposition of Helle’s subjective experiences with the images of porn icons, 
which are plastered on the walls and shown on TVs in the club.  
Close-up images of genitals, penetration and women’s faces in sexual extacy suggest 
conventional processes of identification, conceived inside of binary oppositions that align 
male/female to active/passive roles in the sexual act as well as its representation, and as a 
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result in the film-viewing experience. These references to pornography reinforce a 
conventional, sadistic image of female sexuality in ways that objectify Helle as a spectacle 
for erotic subordination/contemplation, and establish the framework within which she’s 
constructing herself as a subject. However, it is not the image of Helle that we see, but 
the images of nameless icons. Her voice switches the focus back to her inner life. 
Describing a walk through the halls in the club, Helle says:  
“You can hear everything, It’s like an ant hill of Ohs, Uhs and Yeahs. 
You can hear the sounds, but not exactly where they come from. 
Then you enter a room. It’s full of dry black spots from sperm and gum. 
“Oh,” you say to your customer, “let me make it more cozy for us.” [She giggles] 
Then I pull two tea lights out of my small pocket and light them. 
And then I turn off the neon, which illuminates everything brightly. 
The less light, the less you can see of me. 
And the less I can see of you – the more I can turn myself off.” 
 
The pornographic images refer to the familiar representation of the myth of the whore, 
the subordination of women to male fantasy made explicit in pornographic films. As 
such, they establish the patriarchal power relation of division between the sexes, in which 
the man takes possession of the woman, “Erotic possession. Penetration. Knowing the other. 
Intellectual and carnal knowledge. This universe of eroticism is suffused with power: taking 
possession, doing something to someone else. The (male) European subjectivity in search of the 
boundaries of itself.” (Leslie Devereaux in Nichols 1991: 11). The pornographic icons 
function as a critique of dominant ideology because they point to patriarchal models of 
representation in which “Woman represents not herself, but by a process of displacement, the 
male phallus.” (Claire Johnston in Butler 5). Within this representation the objectified 
woman is a strictly sexual being stripped of spirituality and sociality. She cannot be the 
whore and the Madonna at the same time.  
 
This representation of reality is made strange by Helle’s interrogation of it. The illusion 
is deconstructed as she talks about spots from sperm and gum, neon lights and turning 
herself off. It becomes clear that she is playing the role of prostitute, she embodies a 
fantasy, but her lived experience and her inner world does not correspond to this fantasy. 
She speaks about an anthill of sounds of pleasure, but where do they come from? Again, 
the viewer is reminded of the anonymous and objectified bodies reduced to vehicles for 
someone else’s pleasure, not their own. She laughs at the absurdity of trying to uphold 
the sexual fantasy in such an unappetizing environment, and in doing so she observes 
herself in the role of prostitute just as we are observing her. Her sense of humor presents 
us with the situation as seen from her interior and appeals to the viewer’s emotional 
identification. She explicitly speaks of turning herself off, of having to retreat from her 
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own body in order to perform her job. The light reveals that the fantasy is an illusion, so 
she turns it off to give the customer what he came for and to allow herself to be present 
only with her body. In this way, Helle addresses her own sense of herself as other in 
relation to her customers and in relation to herself.  
 
This level of reflexivity within the film is political. It de-familiarizes the myth of the 
whore through juxtaposing iconography and subjective speech. Image and voice-over 
compliment each other to provoke the viewer to ponder the political and ideological 
implications of woman as one of the many products within our capitalist and consumer 
society. Cogez explores the particularity, multiplicity and mutability of Helle’s social 
identity in a way that denaturalizes gender and prostitution. Cogez deals not only with 
the heterogeneity in her subject, but appeals to the heterogeneity in the individual 
viewer. Her use of hybrid form continually challenges viewers to reflect on their own 
perception of the represented. 
 
I leave my body in the armchair at home 
Helle is not only the whore, she is also the Madonna. She is a spiritual being on a 
journey to crawl back into herself, to reclaim ownership of her emotions that she has had 
to put away. Her self-conscious discussion of her role and desire to re-connect with her 
emotional life recontextualizes the pornographic icons as social constructions. Helle is 
neither a frozen icon nor a character in someone else’s narrative, but a vehicle for the 
presentation of the self, she eludes categorization. In this way, the viewer is confronted 
with the split between person and social type, 
“It was like crawling out of a body. 
And leaving it in the armchair at home. 
And then I went to work. 
I went to work.” 
 
She is crawling out of her body as a strategy for survival. This divide in her is reflected on 
the level of montage where a series of images shift between number and body, peeling 
paint and flowers, warm and cold colors, the naked body and images of pornographic 
icons. This is a poetic mode of representation through which the rhythmic juxtaposition 
of images evoke the personal versus the anonymous, the organic versus the mechanical, 
the living versus the dead. The elements are expressive and the composition is clearly 
stylized. The viewer can smell “spilt beer, smoke from cigars, and stale cigarette butts.”. We 
laugh when Helle pulls out her tea lights, and we feel the clock ticking as a long shot 
reveals her small figure sitting on a chair in the corner of a room, waiting. We come to 
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know not a body but her body intimately. Cogez’ absence clears the way for a fabrication 
of her sensibilities and perceptions. The expressive series of images seek to turn the 
subject back into a person, thereby diminishing the distance between the looked-at and 
the looker. We cease to see the prostitute and open our eyes to Helle’s personal world, 
we feel, smell and see, we relate and identify. Helle’s articulation of desire within a male-
dominant discourse as well as Cogez’ representation of her gendered, social body-in-
action, disturbs the iconographic norms of sexual representation in cinema by offering a 
portrait of a woman prostitute who cannot be contained within “those systems of sympathy, 
charity, martyrdom, and victimization” (Nichols 1991: 177).  
 
Be me 
A close-up of fake flowers follows a series of images of the rooms in Helle’s work place. 
Compositionally it is stylized with the flowers placed according to the rule of thirds in 
the bottom right corner of the frame. The flowers’ shape and color match the velvet, 
burgundy curtain hiding the wall. The image lingers slightly longer than the previous 
ones, and so breaks the rhythm of montage and draws attention to itself. It is beautiful 
and contrasts with the images of a dilapidated sofa, a litterbin, toilet paper and a photo 
of a naked woman hanging on door number 2 with her face torn off. Empty rooms with 
cold blue walls, loud with silence. The beauty of the image becomes metaphorical for 
Helle’s emotional life, the parts of herself that she has hidden.  
“I want… the life I had set aside. 
You see, I would really like to crawl back inside myself and just be me.” 
 
Upon finishing this sentence, we cut to a close-up of Helle’s face, which turns to look 
directly into the camera. This is the first time we see her eyes in spite of the fact that we 
have studied her for ten minutes. Her eyes look back at us looking at her. With a 
reflexive grip, she is transformed from object to subject of vision. Her gaze is vulnerable, 
but unwavering. In this film, which deals with meanings attached to ‘Prostitute’ and 
femininity, relations of power are connected with vision. In appropriating the gaze, Helle 
ceases to be an object, constructed by the looks of the viewer. Cogez transforms the 
viewer’s position from its passivity, its contemplation of the object, and the activity of 
looking no longer objectifies Helle as a fixed image. The vision of both subject and 
viewer becomes productive. It is not about the return to a natural feminine essence of 
woman or morality, but a retreat from the pacifying sadistic conventions of woman as 
object, to a more social, fragmented, and plural identity. Our gaze is returned by Helle, 
this other, this whore, this Madonna, this icon, this woman, this human being. Cogez 
plays with the conventions of documentary film, with the norms of what can be 
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represented, but in doing so the conventions and norms themselves are made strange. 
Her use of hybrid form merges self-representation with cultural critique, and produces 
the conditions of representability for a different social subject.  
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5. Analysis: Elle s’appelle Sabine 
 
TITLE:    ELLE S’APPELLE SABINE 
COUNTRY:   FRANCE/2007 
DIRECTOR:   SANDRINE BONNAIRE 
ABOUT THE DIRECTOR: Sandrine Bonnaire (b.1967) is a famous 
French actress who has starred in the films of 
some of France’s most accomplished directors. 
Elle s’appelle Sabine is her debut as a director.  
 
RUNTIME:    85 min 
PRODUCTION COMPANY: MOSAIQUE FILMS 
BRIEF SUMMARY: A portrait of Sabine Bonnaire, the 38-year-old 
autistic sister of the director. The story is told 
using footage from Sandrine’s personal archives 
going back 25 years, as well as footage of her life 
as it is today. The film contrasts Sabine’s plight 
before and after five long years in a mental 
hospital. 
 
 
 
Actress and director Sandrine Bonnaire portrays in this film her autistic sister, Sabine. 
After five years in a mental hospital, Sabine’s condition has seriously and irreversibly 
deteriorated. Bonnaire began filming her more than twenty years ago and has captured 
different stages of her disease.  
The confrontational juxtaposition of images of a charismatic, adolescent Sabine with 
those of a woman, who has been drugged beyond recognition, makes it impossible for the 
viewer to watch from a comfortable distance. Bonnaire appropriates gendered strategies 
of representation by veiling her young sister in a mythical cloak of beauty and potential. 
Elle s’appelle Sabine is Bonnaire’s love song to Sabine and a testimony to the fact that 
Sabine cannot be confined in the fixed category of ‘Autist’. It is from this deeply personal 
angle that Bonnaire investigates the issue of how those who fall outside of normalcy are 
dealt with in the hospital system, and asks, could Sabine’s life have been different? 
 
The first image we see of Sabine stems from Bonnaire’s home movie footage from the 
years 1980-90. Sabine plays with her long curly hair, she’s young and her beauty is 
undeniable as she turns to look back at the camera with an intense, investigative gaze. 
Cut. Sabine, after five years at a mental hospital, age 38. Extreme close-up of her lifeless 
eyes. Close-up of her face, trembling and drooling. She is obese, her hair is gone and so is 
most of her memory and capacities. Elle s’appelle Sabine is structured around two 
asymmetric mirror images. One of them is this contrast between a charming, vivacious, 
smiling Sabine and the obese, apathetic body of her as she is now. In this manner, 
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Sandrine confronts her audience from the outset with a harsh reality about her sister, 
which is complex and defies simple explanations. This expository strategy is deliberately 
confrontational as Bonnaire explains, “ce que je cherche dans le cinéma, c’est être percutant. 
Ce qui ne veut pas dire forcément choquant ou violent, mais aller à l’essentiel, droit au but.” 11  
(Bonnaire 2008: 76-77). The juxtaposition of these irreconcilable images of Sabine 
provokes the viewer to ask, could things have turned out differently? A question, which 
produces in the viewer the terror, which lives in Bonnaire herself. This editing strategy 
gives affective emphasis to the film’s thematic argument, which revolves around how 
society regards and treats those who fall outside of ‘normalcy’. 
 
The other contrasting mirror image in the film is the difference between the two sisters 
Sabine and Sandrine. The latter has turned into one of France’s most famous actresses 
and the former into a shadow of herself. This mirror serves two purposes. First, it makes 
the injustice of the situation seem even more unbearable and poignant as it suggests a 
parallel life of possibilities, which Sabine was denied. Second, Bonnaire’s decision to film 
Sabine herself for this documentary, allows her to continue the tradition of family home 
movies – to continue her visual interpretation of events as if taken from her personal 
journal. It is her confession on behalf of a beloved sister who cannot speak on her own 
behalf. This choice is reflected by the music of Nicola Piovani, which is used in Journal 
Intime by Moretti (Ibid: 76). The gaze upon Sabine is Bonnaire’s, she has followed and 
supported her sister throughout her difficult trajectory, and this is the intimate point of 
view from which the story is told. In this manner, the film is about the interaction 
between filmmaker and her subject – two sisters, two destinies forever intertwined. 
Rather than building a case about the world, questioning the taken-for-granted is 
achieved by Bonnaire’s exploration of her subjective experience, the questions and 
doubts this experience has provoked in her, and the emotional damage caused from not 
being able to do more for her sister. However, this is done in such a way that the focus 
stays on Sabine.  
 
Bonnaire’s presence in the film varies. A mix of inter-titles and Bonnaire’s voice-over 
inform the viewer of the developments in Sabine’s story. Despite undercurrents of 
powerful emotions of anger, sadness and frustration, the tone remains neutral and factual 
                                                 
11  “what I’m trying to do in cinema is to be hard-hitting. That doesn’t necessarily mean schocking or violent, 
but to go to straight to the essential, straight to the point.” 
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and does not give way to overt nostalgia or outrage. This observational approach allows 
Bonnaire to stay at a distance, aligning herself with the audience in a state of stupor.  
At other points in the movie, Bonnaire interviews Sabine without being visible in the 
frame. Physically Bonnaire appears very rarely in the film, she is omnipresent through her 
voice-off and her felt presence behind the camera. This emphasizes the subjective 
approach, which Bonnaire explains was the way she wanted to tell the story from the 
beginning,  
“Cela vient du choix de la filmer moi-même, qui retrouve la relation qu’on avait 
à l’époque, lorsque je tournais ces petits films de famille en video-8 : la filmer et lui 
parler, tout en même temps. La filmer aujourd’hui comporte la nostalgie du voyage 
que je ne peux plus faire avec elle.”12  (Ibid: 78). 
 
In one interview, a long-take captures Sabine as she asks the same question over and over 
again, “Tu viendras demain?”13  Here the viewer is given an insight into the relation 
between the two, the affective dimensions of experience for Bonnaire, who can 
communicate with her sister only on a very limited basis. Juxtaposing this interview with 
the footage of a lively communicative Sabine on the trip to New York, makes one 
wonder what their conversation would have been about had Sabine not been 
hospitalized. Bonnaire’s observing camera captures the details, routines, and intimate 
moments of Sabine’s life in a specialized center, and so offers the viewer a familiarity with 
Sabine, with everything that she is not anymore and everything that she is now. The fact 
that we get to know Sabine in the context of her relationship with her sister, along with 
the jumps back and forth in time, allow us to understand that she is not ‘just’ an autist. 
This tension between Sabine as person and social type is realized most expressively in the 
poetic representation of her as a young woman. It is in the grainy and desaturated images 
of the past that Bonnaire’s nostalgia finds its expression, “je trouve ca beau, ces images qui 
ont vieilli, au ralenti. On les a très peu étalonnées. Ce voile blanc, c’est le temps qui passe, un 
peu comme les polaroïds qui blanchissent avec le temps. J’ai voulu les garder comme ca parce 
que c’est ce que le film raconte.”14  (Bonnaire 2008: 76). 
 
                                                 
12  “This comes from the choice of filming her myself, which retraces the relation we had back when I filmed 
those little family films with a video-8 camera: To film her and talk to her at the same time. When I film her 
today it brings with it the nostalgia of traveling, which I can’t do with her anymore.” 
13  “Are you coming back tomorrow?” 
14  “I find that beautiful, those images, which are old-looking and in slow-motion. We have only color-
corrected them a little bit. This white veil is the time that passes, a bit like Polaroids, which fade with time. I 
wanted to keep them that way, because that’s what the film talks about.” 
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Sabine is a heroine for me 
At one point, we see Sabine bathing in the ocean, which is deliberately overexposed. It is 
as though she’s being engulfed by light when the waves roll in over her. The idealized 
spectacle of Sabine takes on a mythical dimension. Here she is taken out of time and 
history, a singular moment in her life gives the viewer an unforgettable glimpse of her as 
an object of desire, giving representation to cultural ideals of beauty, femininity and 
youth.  
In the many home-movie clips, we see Sabine on an airplane to America, excited, 
communicative and smiling. Her slender body in a blue bikini on a sun bed. Dancing and 
joking with her family. Playing the piano. Playing with her hair. Close-ups in slow-
motion of her fierce and mysterious gaze, which seems to suggest that she is the 
counterpart to the sweet and soft-spoken Sandrine Bonnaire of À Nos Amours. In this 
representation, Bonnaire seems to insinuate that Sabine is the ‘real’ star, “Sabine est une 
héroïne pour moi, il fallait que, même filmée par moi en vidéo, elle soit un personnage de 
cinéma, avec sa beauté.”15  (Ibid.). The decision to suspend realist representation allows 
Sabine to inhabit the space of a movie star. She is flirtatious and beautiful. She is a 
spectacle, she has here the starring role in the film, which she was denied, the life that 
did not take place. It is deeply disturbing to see the appropriation of gendered cinematic 
codes as we see combined in the same woman the quintessential feminine and the 
genderless/dehumanized. Desire versus apathy, dream versus reality – but did this have to 
be Sabine’s reality? In a conventional filmic representation these two representations of 
the same woman would be unimaginable. The representation of Sabine as an icon is an 
affective and confrontational strategy, which literally forces the viewer to open her eyes 
to the vast gap between the social type of an autist who has received the ‘help’ of 
psychiatric treatment, and the wasted potential of an iconic beauty on as well as off 
screen. Here is a body stripped of all the functions, which make up a ‘feminine’ 
expression. It is through this de-naturalization that we find ourselves forced to question 
the logic of Sabine’s treatment. 
 
The crosscuts between then and now are brutal, reflecting the lived experience of 
filmmaker and subject alike. Bonnaire expressly wanted close-ups, even extreme close-
ups of Sabine in the condition she is in now. First, to mirror the style of the filming from 
their travels, where her approach was the same, “je te filme, voilà, c’est comme ca.” 16  (Ibid: 
                                                 
15  “Sabine is a heroine for me. She had to be represented, even filmed by me on video, as though she were a 
character in a movie, with her beauty.” 
16   “I’m filming you, that’s that.”  
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77). Second, she wanted to reflect the direct manner, which has become characteristic of 
Sabine, something, which bothers everybody. Finally, Bonnaire wanted to go fearlessly to 
the heart of the matter (Ibid.). 
 
The real Sabine 
Just like the representation of Sabine in her current state would have been questionable 
had it not been her sister behind the camera, the cross-cutting between the two periods 
would have been unbearable, if Bonnaire had not invited Sabine to cross the bridge for 
herself. In a reflexive mode of representation, Bonnaire films Sabine watching the footage 
of their heroic journey to America. As Sabine begins to cry it seems that the viewer 
should have never been allowed to witness her tragedy. Bonnaire asks if she should turn 
the video off, however, Sabine replies that she is crying tears of joy. This is important 
both for the film, the sisters and the viewer, because it has an ethical significance that the 
focus is switched to Sabine’s inner life, her approach to her own story and memories, 
which remain a source of joy for her. In this manner, she becomes the subject of her own 
film, bodily engaged in the production of meaning, representation and self-
representation.  
 
This scene shows Sabine’s identity as a staging of subjectivity. The representation of her 
is not fixed, but in constant flux, it is fragmented and hybrid – who is the ‘real’ Sabine? 
The medical treatment of her has been based on the socially constructed identity of 
‘Autist’, but to which extent does this category encapsulate Sabine? It is herein that the 
political dimension of Elle s’appelle Sabine lies. The taken-for-granted logic of the hospital 
system and their treatments is juxtaposed with a subjective view on the effects thereof. 
Bonnaire de-familiarizes hegemonic discourses through the felt tension between 
representation and represented. This tension is perhaps most uncomfortable when 
Bonnaire interviews a representative of Sabine’s hospital who has followed Sabine over 
the course of her treatment. When Bonnaire asks the representative about Sabine’s 
progress, the representative replies that she is happy with it. According to her, Sabine’s 
physical appearance has improved, she seems present in that she looks people in the eye 
more often, and she expresses herself with more confidence. Cut. Close-up of Sabine 
savagely biting her hand.  
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In another interview, the mother of Olivier, another patient at the center suffering from 
severe epileptic attacks, shares an anecdote with Bonnaire. One Saturday morning she 
accidentally took a dose of her son’s medication. As a result, she slept until the day after, 
and when she finally woke up, she was neither capable of understanding the TV nor of 
reading. She finishes by saying, “Et encore, j’ai pas pris la doze du soir, j’ai pris que la doze du 
matin.” 17  The interview is left uncommented. 
 
This Brechtian distance passes the torch to the viewer of making up her own mind about 
what has happened. As viewers we have learnt to relate to Sabine on several different 
levels, we understand that her identity is complex and plural, which makes it impossible 
for us to take comfort in the fact that the hospital representative is capable of fitting her 
into a box. Rather, this representative seems the embodiment of Foucault’s proposal that 
“The language of psychiatry (...) is a monologue of reason about madness.” (Foucault 2001: 
xii). Bonnaire’s construction of truth is not finite. Her subjective angle, allows an “I”, 
which can tentatively go into an extremely sensitive topic. In this way, the film reflects a 
questioning of truths on the level of the historical world as well as representation. For 
Bonnaire there is no true version, there is no clarity about what has happened. She is 
telling her own story and that of Sabine, but she is leaving a vast space open for 
everything that cannot be said.  
 
The black hole 
This idea that there are things, which cannot be put into words or images, is reflected by 
the fact that there is no footage from the years in which Sabine was hospitalized. 
Bonnaire originally wanted to illustrate this terror by a symbolic black screen. However, 
the TV channel France 3 would not allow that, as they feared the viewers would think 
something was wrong with their TV sets. Finally, Bonnaire kept the black screen and 
added the sentence, “5 ANS D’INTERNEMENT”.18   
“On s’est creusé la tête jusqu’à ce que j’aie l’idée de la sentence. Car pour moi c’est 
ca l’hôpital – cinq ans en internement, c’est cinq ans de prison. Et c’est le message 
du film : “Sabine condamnée pour un crime qu’elle n’a jamais commis.” On a 
trové ca simple et efficace. Les cinq ans, c’est le trou noir, et pour nous, la descente 
aux enfers.”19  (Bonnaire 2008: 76). 
 
                                                 
17  “And what’s more, I didn’t take the evening dose, I only took the morning dose.” 
18  “5 YEARS OF CONFINEMENT” 
19  “We racked our brains until I came up with the idea of that sentence. Because for me that’s what the 
hospital is – five years of confinement, five years in prison. And that’s the message of the film: Sabine 
condemned for a crime that she didn’t commit. We found that simple and efficient. The five years, that’s the 
black hole, and for us the descent into hell.” 
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Thus, the climax of emotion is not shown; the viewer is not force-fed what she should 
think or feel. The cultural criticism, which points to discrepant worlds, leaves it to the 
viewer to rethink received knowledge. It is in this way that Elle s’appelle Sabine attempts 
to produce a space for new voices, new subjectivities and other ways of thinking about 
mental illness, echoing Foucault’s argument,  
“the man of madness communicates with society only by the intermediary of a[n] 
(...) abstract reason which is order, physical and moral constraint, the anonymous 
pressure of the group, the requirements of conformity. As for a common language, 
there is no such thing; or rather, there is no such thing any longer; the constitution 
of madness as a mental illness, at the end of the eighteenth century, affords the 
evidence of a broken dialogue” (Foucault 2001: xii). 
 
The film symbolically ends with an image of Sabine in darkness. The metaphorical 
contrast to the overexposed images of her youth reminds the viewer of the light in Sabine 
that is now extinct. Still, Bonnaire asks: “Retrouverai-je ma soeur?”20   
Elle s’appelle Sabine is a declaration of love and a fine example of minor cinema, because 
the representation of Sabine as an idealized spectacle, serves to politicize the trauma and 
the tragedy of what has happened. Sabine never becomes a laughing stock or a frozen 
image of ‘Autist’. As the title suggests, Bonnaire shows that the girl, who was taken away, 
was loved and cherished in spite of social difference. Although she has been robbed of her 
vivacious spirit, Sabine remains Bonnaire’s sister and a human being with a name.  
                                                 
20  “Will I find my sister again?” 
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6. Fieldwork: Creating Under Creation 
“In sum, what I would call alternative films in women’s cinema are those which 
engage the current problems, the real issues, the things actually at stake in feminist 
communities on a local scale, and which, although informed by a global 
perspective, do not assume or aim at a universal, multinational audience, but 
address a particular one in its specific history of struggles and emergency.” (Teresa 
de Lauretis in Butler 2002: 16). 
 
Motivation and intention  
The idea behind the film, En Cours de Création, is decidedly normative. In the spirit of 
Renov’s oppositional media, I wanted young women to articulate how they are 
constructing their self-image in a society with a pronounced focus on destructive beauty 
ideals. The women I have chosen to portray are my friends, but more importantly, they 
are women who speak about alternative values and subjectivities to those, which are held 
within the stereotypical representations of women in the mainstream media. Our talks 
revolve around different forms of artistic expression.  
My intention was not to build an argument, which would ‘convince’ the viewer of a 
‘general/objective’ truth concerning this matter. Instead, I wanted to focus on the 
individual woman, her inner world and personal contribution to the film, so as to avoid 
conveying a message about women, and instead saying something about each specific 
woman, Julia, Elodie and Emilie, and let it be open to the viewer how to generalize from 
there. 
It is important to note that the three mini-portraits in En Cours de Création should serve 
as examples of the intentions I have stated in this thesis concerning both content and 
form. The production conditions have not allowed me to make a full and far-reaching 
documentary film. The portraits, then, should be seen as appetizers, which will hopefully 
make the viewer want to know more about the represented women.  
 
As opposed to the two previous documentary films, I did not want to portray women in 
specifically marginalized positions. Rather, the idea was to find women, who would share 
their experiences and strategies for expressing their inner world within patriarchal and 
capitalist regimes of truth concerning beauty, femininity and sexuality. In other words, 
this film concerns itself with specific women’s concrete experiences situated in the 
political context of the representability of women as social subjects. In this way, the 
project goes hand in hand with minor cinema and the aim of exploring women’s 
individual experience within contemporary culture and cinematic language. My goal as a 
filmmaker is to tell the stories that are not often heard in the hegemonic discourses used 
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by the mainstream media. However, as mentioned above, I did not want to create an 
imaginary self-coherence of this micro-women’s community, but rather put emphasis on 
each woman’s different and multiple expressions. 
 
Aesthetic debate and emotional involvement 
Simultaneously, the experiment with this film was very much to play with codes and 
conventions in the context of representing the ‘real’. Thus, I wanted to participate in the 
quest to re-place documentary film within aesthetic debate in the spirit of performative 
documentary. The purpose of this was to borrow the poetic and emotionally engaging 
approach from the world of fiction in order to create for each one of the represented 
women a personal image world, which would play with and add to their subjective 
testimonial. I wanted their surroundings to be an expressive counterpart to the inner 
worlds that they have been brave enough to share with me, and attempt to make the 
viewer relate to them through empathetic identification.  
 
For the stylistic expression of the portraits, certain types of commercials, which make use 
of story telling, have inspired me. Although the main purpose of these commercials is to 
sell a product to the viewer, the story (content and form) is designed to appeal to the 
viewer’s emotional involvement and identification to the point of selling a way of life, 
and a way of being. A good example is Levis’ 3am Walker – The Original.21  Another 
major inspiration has been a test commercial for the Youth helpline CALM, which won 
the award for best cinematography at the Kodak student commercial awards 2006.22  
In other words, I sought to engage the audience through a pleasure in looking (poetic use 
of filmic devices), while at the same time asking them to take a pleasure in knowing – to 
take a personal interest in the subjective worlds of the represented women, and challenge 
them to know differently. 
 
Choice of image media 
I should point out that one of the reasons I have chosen to work with image media is the 
fact that the topic of this film as well as this thesis is a sensitive one. ‘Feminism’ is a 
word, which does not go down very well with most people. Or, as a student of 
Communication Studies, I should say that ‘feminism’ is a word, which is sure to run into 
barriers from of a reception perspective. Not only because of the wide disagreement 
                                                 
21  See commercial on http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EEOl3tLaghU 
22  See commercial on http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s6kB846XKcM 
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regarding what the concept means and should mean, but also because the beauty myth is 
accompanied by the myth of the ‘Ugly Feminist’. Women who complain about the focus 
on the exterior in the media, the sexualization of woman’s image, etc. are assumed to 
have a personal shortcoming themselves: they must be ugly, prudes, man-haters, frigid, 
fat, “feminazis” or lesbians. The unpleasant caricature of feminists invented to ridicule 
the 19th century women’s movement still lingers today (Wolf 2002: 18). 
I have read numerous diatribes in different newspapers, in which topics pertaining to 
beauty pornography, are drowned out by accusations and personal attacks on the ‘ugly 
feminist’. This is a vicious circle, which keeps the debate in a very negative place. The 
choice of image media is of vital importance in terms of creating a positive alternative 
representation of women, which emphasizes the subjective, the evocative, the particular 
and the poetic. It is through film that it becomes possible to move the individual viewer 
to a point, where they begin to relate to the represented, and to see the world through 
their eyes. 
 
In terms of the subject field of this study, Communication Studies, I find it important to 
note a significant consequence of my poststructuralist approach. The objective of this 
thesis is to analyze how resistance is performed in the context of three practices of 
documentary films, and how strategies of hybrid aesthetics can be used to interrogate 
stereotypes in the mainstream media. Therefore, I have not structured this thesis around 
a reception-oriented perspective, which is the conventional approach to planned 
communication at Communication Studies (cp. Bruno Ingemann’s “Bollemodel”). The 
aim of this thesis is not to create the most efficient communications product vis-à-vis a 
defined audience. This also means that, in the forthcoming analysis, I can only discuss 
the effects I have intended to provoke in the viewer as a filmmaker. The focus remains on 
the filmmaker’s representation and the subject’s self-representation. I am, however, 
aware that my use of, for instance, stylistic reflexivity may well be lost on many viewers as 
the effects of such strategies depend on the viewer’s prior knowledge of documentary 
convention as well as a number of other factors. A reception analysis of the three films 
would be a very interesting project, but one that falls outside the scope of this thesis.  
 
Methodological approach and production of knowledge 
The idea of taking artistic expression as a starting point for talking about ‘femininity’ 
began to emerge in the process of finding the women that I wanted to portray. As 
previously mentioned, all three are my friends and they all have a very passionate 
relationship to different forms of art, be it painting, dancing or listening to music. I 
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thought this would be a good place to begin our conversations about their inner life. I 
relied on qualitative methods to gain insight into which meanings each woman ascribes 
to such categories as femininity, artistic expression and self-image. I chose to put main 
emphasis on informal conversations as opposed to interviews or group observations, 
because I wanted keep the trusting atmosphere of our friendship talks and create room 
for them to talk about sometimes very personal issues (Stormhøj 2006: 89). 
 
In the first round of our talks, I asked them fairly open but concrete questions, which 
gave me an insight into the different themes that each woman related to the questions. 
These themes varied from trying to accept the way you look with flaws, the relation to 
your body, expectations to women in terms of gender roles and sexuality. Especially the 
conversations with Emilie were something of an eye-opener for me, because she talked 
about the image of women from the level of metadiscourse, which came as a surprise and 
helped me shape the overarching theme of the film. In the second round, I asked for 
concrete experiences, reflections and understandings to get a more detailed description of 
the different themes each woman had previously articulated as important (Kvale 1997). 
Furthermore, in some cases we had interview situations in which I asked the three to 
answer specific questions while I was filming in order to find out how they would 
respond to the camera.  
 
From a poststructuralist perspective, the production of knowledge resulting from this 
process is narrative, relative and based on dialogue. It is produced within the three 
dialectical contexts of conversation, filming and analysis. Julia, Elodie, Emilie and I have 
all contributed to the production of knowledge in our different roles as researcher, 
interview person, filmmaker, and subject (Stormhøj 2006: 89). 
 
I should mention that I have allowed myself full creative freedom in terms of the film’s 
visual expression – from developing ideas, finding locations, filming and editing. 
However, Julia, Elodie and Emilie have been the first persons I have shown the film to 
upon finishing it; this was my way to ensure that I had their approval, before I showed it 
to anybody else. Therefore, I made a point out of staying open to criticism, and I have 
encouraged each one of them to share any regrets or objections with me. However, as I 
watched them watch the film on three separate occasions, they were all clearly moved, 
full of praise and happy to have been part of the project. On a personal level, this has 
been an extraordinarily moving and rewarding experience for me.  
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Finally, I would like to say that I have one regret myself. I suspect some of the original 
meaning will be ‘lost in translation’ for the non-French-speaking audience. It was a 
deliberate choice to make a ‘dialogue-heavy’ film to play with and against the visual 
representation of each woman. However, after I had sub-titled the film in English, I 
realized that reading so much text could seem heavy and take the focus away from the 
image. If I had the chance to change something about the film, I would cut down the 
dialogue and introduce more pauses in order to emphasize the central points. Seeing as 
this is not a possibility, I encourage the viewer to take the time to watch the film a 
couple of times.   
 
In the following chapter, I will analyze En Cours de Création following the strategy of 
analysis discussed in chapter 3. In the analysis, I will continue the dialogue with the texts 
I have produced together with the three women represented, and continue the 
exploration of how meaning is brought to life in the space between filmmaker, subject 
and viewer alike.  
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7. Analysis: En Cours de Création 
 
Julia 
The opening images reveal the film’s title En Cours de Création (Under Creation) as it 
travels over the moving background of a painting (from the Luxembourg train station in 
Paris). Julia’s hand-drawn name follows this as well as close-ups of details from the same 
painting. I chose this introduction to hint at the fact that this is a film “produced at the 
margins of commercial culture” (Renov 2004: xvii). Through this ‘hand-made’ creative 
universe, I attempt from the outset to connect the film with the current indie film 
tradition, which prioritizes low-budget productions with emphasis on subjectivity and 
political action over the smooth productions of mainstream cinema. Singer-songwriter 
Keren Ann’s upbeat “Lay Your Head Down”23  accompanies the images with handclap 
accents and light harmonica (towards the end credits). As such, the track provides the 
indie-soundtrack to correspond to the grounded, personal feel of the film.  
Simultaneously, the images are connected to Julia and the inner world, which she is 
about to open up for the viewer. In the first long shot, we see Julia standing against a 
gigantic painting on a train station. The attentive viewer will notice that the previous 
close-ups are of details in this painting. I have chosen these images to prepare the viewer 
for the subject matter that Julia is about to discuss, painting her self-portrait and, 
furthermore, to hint at the filmic strategy of holding the camera nose-close to my 
subjects and their surroundings, a strategy which will become increasingly clear to the 
viewer as the film continues.  
 
As Julia begins to talk,  
“L’exercice de se représenter soi-même dans un tableau (tout seul ou entouré d’autres 
personnages) a toujours quelque chose de pervers, d’intriguant.”24  
 
a collaboration between image and text begins, which emphasizes the staging of the self 
as performance. The image of Julia on the backdrop of this giant painting looks as 
though she is already represented on a canvas, and this representation is also 
contradictory and intriguing. She looks a bit nervously into the camera, reminding us 
that this cinematic representation is also fabricated – a small reflexive hint to the viewer 
                                                 
23  From her self-titled album released in 2007 
24  “The exercise of representing yourself on a canvas, alone or surrounded by others, is always something 
contradictory, intriguing.” 
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to pay attention to the fact that while Julia is describing the process of representing 
herself on a canvas, I am in the midst of representing her on the screen. As she continues,  
“On est à la recherche de soi-même, de notre essence,  
de ce qui fait qu’on est nous et pas une autre personne.“25  
 
I make the cut from medium shots to an extreme close-up of Julia’s earring, scarf and 
skin. Here I attempt to parallel the process she describes, and with my camera 
investigate the details that make Julia Julia. I begin the search for her ‘essence’. By 
editing in cropped images of details that characterize Julia, I am hoping to invite the 
viewer into a state of engaged observation. I knew from the beginning that I would stay 
out of the frame, that my presence would be that of absence. This choice has to do with 
my desire to make use of the observational strategy to clear the way for the viewer to get 
acquainted with Julia, the texture of her scarf, the color and shape of her earrings, her 
hair, her skin accompanied by the sweet softness of her voice. In this way, I hope to 
appeal to the viewer to go along on this search that Julia is articulating and, moreover, 
that my “unacknowledged, nonresponsive presence clears the way for the dynamics of empathetic 
identification, poetic immersion or voyeuristic pleasure.” (Ibid: 44). By making the viewer 
complicit in the search to find out who Julia is, and by representing Julia in a poetic way, 
I try to engage the viewer so as not to observe her from a detached distance, but from a 
point of emotional identification. Perhaps the audience will begin to reflect upon what 
makes them unique as individuals. 
 
Image and text continues to collaborate in a reflexive way as Julia says,   
“On se met on pose”26  
 
…and she begins to walk (posing for the audience),  
“mais on cherche aussi le natural.”27  
 
My camera is also searching for the natural. It is a deliberate choice that she is not 
wearing make-up or an extravagant wardrobe. Julia looks the way she usually does when 
I see her.  
“J’ai toujours eu un penchant pour m’observer”28  
 
…cut to a close-up observing her hand, her fingers trailing the lines on the painting.  
“quand j’étais petite je pouvais passer des heures à m’observer  
et à chercher…quoi ?”29  
                                                 
25  “You’re searching for yourself, your essence, the reason why you are you, and not someone else.” 
26  “You pose” 
27  “but you’re also searching for the natural.” 
28  “I’ve always had a tendency to observe myself” 
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This play with image and voice is a continuous attempt to create a tension between the 
represented and the representation, and to invite the viewer to reflect upon what she sees 
when she observes Julia. Her voice-over continues,  
“Parfois il me semblait voir apparaître un autre visage au sein du mien, 
 un visage d’homme ou un visage vieux  
ou simplement le visage de ma mère…”30  
 
the camera lingers on her face long enough for the viewer to study her, and see which 
other faces they can recognize in her face. 
In this opening sequence, I wanted to put Julia inside a visual world, which is fabricated, 
a world where the audience cannot be sure what to expect. They have to let themselves 
be guided. This is the same reason why I have stripped the frame of sociological clues, 
such as, Julia 22 years old, Franco-German, student of political science. In separating 
Julia from sociological clues, I attempt to bring the viewer inside her world, and dissolve 
the categorizations that come with such clues. I ask the viewer to keep their minds and 
eyes open to discover Julia in this very brief time-space and through her story telling. In 
choosing the surroundings, my primary focus has been to create an expressive milieu that 
could be seen as an exteriorization of Julia’s inner world, her thoughts, and her 
confession that she is sharing with us.  
The guiding principle has been to create a sense of texture through details, colors and 
patterns and to stay close to the body – particulars which have the potential to give the 
audience a sensory experience of Julia’s personal world. Moreover, the images give 
affective emphasis to the overarching theme of art, painting, (self-)creation. With the 
fabricated world around Julia, I am hoping to create an effect, which Nichols aligns with 
fiction, “Our attention flows inward, to comprehend and interpret a story set in a world rather 
than outward, to understand and assess an argument about the world.” (Emphasis in the 
original). (Nichols 1991: 150). 
 
Read it on my face 
A new sequence begins as Julia talks about the pictures she has taken of herself in 
moments of intense feeling, in order to see if what she felt on the inside would show up 
on the outside.  
“comme si je voulais voir  
si ce que je ressentais à l’intérieur ressortait, 
                                                 
29  “when I was little I could spend hours observing myself, searching... For what? 
30  “Sometimes I thought I could see a face other than my own appear, a man’s face, an old face, or simply my 
mother’s face.” 
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 se lisait sur mon visage.”31  
 
Here I have sped up and cut in the original long take so as to give the effect of snap shots 
being taken ‘right now’. This play between image and voice-over is an invitation to the 
viewer to see if she can read what Julia is feeling in that moment. Julia was very nervous 
in those first shots, and I think it shows. She is wondering if you can read her feelings on 
her face. I can read the nervousness she felt because of the camera, and some of the 
viewers may be able to as well. This is an expressive approach, which brings intensity to 
the sequence. This performative staging of a woman, who is searching for why she is 
herself in order to be able to paint her self-portrait, has the potential to create enough 
tension to open a window for the viewer to see that subject, filmmaker and viewer alike 
are bodily engaged in the production of meaning, representation and self-representation.  
The colorful mosaïque of the background is chosen for its aesthetical qualities, to keep 
the environment artsy and creative, which compliments the theme of the voice-over 
soundtrack.  
 
On the level of conversation, Julia articulates an alternative view on the construction of 
her self-image. It is interesting and subversive that she breaks the conventional cinematic 
and social power relation of the gaze. In order to construct her self-image, she is not 
taking the passive stance of asking, how do I look, how am I seen? Rather, she takes on a 
subjective vision of her own. She desires a harmony between her interior and exterior 
expression. This signifies a movement from passive to active in the creation of her self-
image and a redefinition of desire, from object to subject of desire.  
 
A new sequence begins as Julia returns to the subject of painting. I use observational 
techniques to represent her in the atelier, where she was painting her self-portrait at the 
time. Here the camera can capture her ‘reality’ as it unfolds in typical surroundings. The 
camera is committed to observing the lived, specific experiences of her world. At the 
same time I have tried to capture the dynamic, creative space and act of painting through 
camera movement, rhythmic/associative editing and expressive images. I focus on colors, 
shapes, texture, light, shadows, blur and sharpness to establish the spatial relationships 
between Julia and her surroundings. The close-ups include the objects that typify Julia’s 
experience as a painter, brushes, paint, her old shirt, etc. In this way, I have edited in 
defining icons, which seek to give poetic form to Julia’s interior experience. This 
                                                 
31  “as though I wanted to see if what I felt inside would come out, if you could read it on my face.” 
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sequence serves as a celebration of the hands-on process of painting/creating, which is 
helping Julia to create herself and her self-image.  
 
In a medium shot we observe Julia observing herself in the mirror and her self-portrait 
observing her and us. All the while I’m observing her through the lens of my camera. This 
is a key sequence in Julia’s portrait. It is a well-known cinematic convention that 
woman’s relationship to the mirror is that of narcissistic self-absorption (Flitterman-
Lewis 1990: 269). The myth of the narcissistic woman as a social construction is 
contested as Julia reveals her use of the mirror,  
“il faut faire abstraction des détails qui m’énervent normalement en regardant la glace,  
mon double menton, mon nez… 
mais la réalité est que si j’essayais de me peindre en mieux,  
en corrigeant mes détails, ce ne serait plus moi.”32  
 
My intention as ‘documentarian’ has been to give voice to Julia, to this woman who is 
attempting to “save her face” as KT Tunstall sings in a song on the subject of plastic 
surgery.33  She is constructing her self-image from a social relation to her roots, her 
relation to her sister, mother, grandmother, as well as the masculine features she 
recognizes in her own face. In this way, the exercise of painting her self-portrait is 
triggering a self-awareness in her, which is fundamentally social. We see her represented 
in a situation where she looks at herself in the mirror, but whereas the reflection is often 
a catalyst for judgment, here it serves a different function. Julia is observing herself to get 
to know and accept her face with its flaws. In this way, she is not constructing her self-
image according to society’s beauty ideals. 
It is here that the personal overlaps with the political. By sharing her quest to accept 
herself as she is, Julia is addressing a topic, which may seem to be an individual problem, 
but which has the potential to transform into cultural criticism. Julia’s exploratory voice 
presents alternative values to the overpowering trend propagated by the beauty-, film-, 
and TV-industry, that success (at least for women) comes with re-modeling your face 
(and body) according to the current beauty canon. Photoshop, makeovers and plastic 
surgery have become standard procedures within patriarchal and capitalist ideology.  
Julia’s thoughts are hers alone and so the focus stays on her exploration of her relation to 
her self-image, her personal experience, and how the viewer generalizes from there is up 
to the viewer herself. 
                                                 
32  “that requires that I disregard the details that usually annoy me when I look in the mirror,  my double chin, 
my nose, but the reality is, that if I try to paint myself, but better by correcting my features, it wouldn’t be me 
anymore.” 
33  From the song Saving My Face on KT Tunstall’s album Drastic Fantastic from 2007 
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I think the triangular composition of Julia observing herself in the mirror and her self-
portrait returning her (and our) gaze serves a beautiful metaphor for her will and fight to 
learn to accept herself as she is, and this is why I let this shot break the rhythm of 
montage, and take up more beats than the previous shots. I hope that the image will 
draw attention to itself and that the viewer will reflect upon how she looks at Julia – 
through critical or empathetic eyes? How does the viewer relate to her own mirror 
reflection?  
 
The search in the mirror 
“Ainsi, peindre son autoportrait signifie devoir s’accepter comme on est,  
ce qui n’a rien d’évident pour moi.”34  
 
For Julia the search in the mirror is a search for self-recognition rather than narcissistic 
self-absorption. The mirror is not there to confirm her identity as a beautiful object. In 
other words, for her, identity as a woman is fluid, under creation, and it is not produced 
by the looks of others, which confirms the priority of her own vision of herself and the 
world. It is from this position of social subject rather than object of vision that she looks 
back at the viewer, when she returns our gaze in the final shot. 
 
I also included the final shot as an interactive technique to remind the viewer of the fact 
that Julia’s confession is really a dialogue between her and I, and to make our 
conversation seem spontaneous and ‘natural’/‘real’. 
The reality is, of course, that this portrait is my subjective fabrication, mine and our 
production of knowledge. In this situation, I have tried to stay loyal to Julia in her two 
roles. One, her role as a subject tied to an understanding of the self. This is the level, 
which shows up in the film as her self-representation through confession. Two, her role 
as a subject to the filmmaker (me), which materializes through my representation of her 
body (my visual interpretation of her confession).  
As for Julia’s self-representation, I have used the strategy of the masked interview to 
make it seem natural that Julia is addressing the audience directly as a social actor. Also, 
I have tried to create “the therapeutic forum” of video confessions (cp. p. 20), which 
allows her to share very personal thoughts with me, and the viewer. I think this is 
something, which adds weight and sincerity to her personal take on things.  
 
                                                 
34  “Painting your self-portrait means having to accept yourself as you are, something which is not easy for me.” 
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This final close-up of Julia’s lively eyes also reflects the subjective and emotional 
dimension of my experience as documentarian. My strategy as a storyteller, who is 
constructing the look and feel of the film, has to a wide extent been to suspend realism in 
order to create a space where I could let my own sensibilities guide me in determining 
how I would represent Julia’s story. In this process, I have attempted to accentuate the 
performative aspect of the film. I play with the conventions of documentary 
representation in order to poetically appeal to the viewer to relate to Julia’s inner world 
through emotional identification.  
 
 
Elodie 
Elodie’s portrait opens with the stereotypically feminine. A drawing of her name floats on 
the backdrop of a softly lit, rose-tinted image of a pink flower blowing gently in the 
wind. For the musical accompaniment, I have chosen an acoustic ballad by singer-
songwriter Scott Matthews.35  Softly he sings, “Your eyes are wider than before, so little has 
changed but still you see much more” – a reference to the processes of self-creation I aspire 
to set in motion with this film in myself, the social actors and the viewers alike. While 
we cannot really hear the lyrics in the portrait, I think the beautiful guitar riff, which 
opens the track, sets the mood for introspection. 
 
The sequence that follows lets the viewer discover Elodie, and the gym where she is 
taking her dance class. I have shot it with unsteady camera movements, played with the 
focus and added contrast to enhance light and shadow (e.g. the feet reflected in the gym 
floor, the texture of Elodie’s clothing etc.). I have kept the camera close enough for the 
viewer to take in the details of her slender arm, the naked skin of her waist and neck, the 
soft curls which fall against her long neck. In the same manner, I have cut in other 
objects that are connected to Elodie and her surroundings – ceiling, floor, window, her 
earrings, shoes and the sensual moves of her body as she warms up. I have edited the 
sequence together with great attention to texture, movement and rhythm in order to 
evoke a sensory experience of dancing/physicality and to create an atmosphere, which 
alludes to a conventional ‘feminine’ aesthetic (i.e. attention to detail, use of soft focus, 
dissolves, etc.) (Dozoretz 1982: 41). 
Thus, we are introduced to Elodie through fragments. Via the slow build-up of her 
portrait with its cropped images of the typically feminine, I intend to play with the 
                                                 
35  From the song Eyes Wider Than Before on Scott Matthew’s album Passing Stranger from 2006 
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representation of woman as spectacle. The fragments allow for a fetishized image of 
female beauty in ways that present Elodie as an object to be looked at. This is what 
Mulvey labels fetishistic scopophilia, which  
“builds up the physical beauty of the object, transforming it into something 
satisfying in itself (…) the woman as object and the screen space coalesce; she is 
(…) a perfect product, whose body, stylized and fragmented by close-ups, is the 
content of the film and the direct recipient of the spectator’s look.” (Mulvey 1988: 
65).  
 
What this means is that the fragments of ‘woman’ become iconic and represent an 
idea/form, which connotes to the archetypical/stereotypical rather than to woman 
represented as herself. As I’ve discussed in the chapter on theory, this is common in 
dominant patriarchal cinematic language, as Nichols points out, “Although they may be 
contested and qualified, arguments for the pervasiveness of fetishistic and voyeuristic relations 
between a masculine viewer and a female image as object of visual pleasure have great persuasive 
power. Such a dynamic exists in documentary as well ” (Nichols 1991: 176). 
 
I use the camera to continue this tradition and represent Elodie as a spectacle, which 
conventionally would suggest a male viewer position. However, through the 
collaboration between voice-over and image, I simultaneously subvert this 
representation.  
Through her confession, Elodie is represented from the interior as well. The continued 
insistence on her discourse undermines the idea of woman as a flat idealized image. 
Interactive techniques give us a feeling that we are being addressed directly by Elodie as a 
social actor; she is the one who generates local knowledge. Over the course of the 
portrait, it becomes clear that dancing is a way for Elodie to construct herself as a 
woman, and to exteriorize her emotional life. It has been a way for her to learn to accept 
her body as it is and feel good physically. 
In this way, she is articulating a redefinition of desire within patriarchal ideology, from 
object to subject of desire. She is, in fact, not addressing a male spectator; her desire is 
not to perform the role of an object to be looked at. Rather, dancing has triggered an 
understanding of the social constitution of her self-image, which means that she is 
constructing her identity as a woman through sharing with others; it is not produced by 
the looks of others.  
 
Pleasure 
What I am attempting to do with this portrait is to re-appropriate the fetishistic- 
scopophilic representation of woman’s body and make it co-exist with a representation 
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of woman as subject of desire and vision. In other words, I want to make co-exist the 
female character as image and the female character as social subject. In order to do this I 
have played with the conventions of fiction and documentary realism, which according to 
Nichols, aligns itself with an epistephilia – a pleasure in knowing.  
“In fiction film, realism aligns itself with a scopophilia, a pleasure in looking, that 
often establishes a masculine position for the viewer where the pleasure of (…) 
seeing female characters comes from activating sexual, voyeuristic, or fetishistic 
desire. (…) Documentary film aligns itself with an epistephilia, so to speak, a 
pleasure in knowing, that marks out a distinctive form of social engagement.” 
(Ibid: 178). 
 
As I’ve pointed out above, Nichols himself has conceded that the scopohilic dynamic 
favoring a male viewer can also be found in the documentary genre. Renov as well argues 
that “documentary is far from an exclusively “sober” discourse and that documentary reception 
can be responsive to far less rational principles – erotic desire, horror, whimsy – than those 
encompassed by rhetoric or epistemology.” (Renov 2004: 93).  
 
Through the use of hybrid form I attempt to make co-exist a pleasure in looking and a 
pleasure in knowing. My strategies of representation are intended to break down ‘the 
look’: “There are three different looks associated with cinema: that of the camera as it records 
the pro-filmic event, that of the audience as it watches the final product, and that of the 
characters at each other within the screen illusion.” (Mulvey 1988: 68). (The latter is less 
relevant in the context of this analysis). The camera appropriates a fetishistic-scopophilic 
look in Elodie’s portrait. However, the shots take on a new meaning after we begin to 
listen to Elodie’s voice-over. The honesty and sincerity of her confession invites the 
viewer to join her in introspection, to relate to her inner world. Through this 
representation, I hope to achieve three things: One, on the level of conversation, I want 
to assert woman’s discourse in the sense that I provide Elodie with a forum to speak of 
alternative subject positions to those which seem normal within patriarchal ideology (i.e. 
woman as spectacle – the woman who is not visible as herself on the screen, but instead 
reduced to “a surrogate for the phallus, a signifier for something else, etc.” (B. Ruby Rich in 
Butler 2002: 5). Or in Nichols’ words, “as idealized nude, or object of desire, (...) as 
temptress or provider” (Nichols 1994: 11)). In other words, I attempt to construct a 
speaking position from which the audience can engage emotionally with (and take visual 
pleasure in) the identity of Elodie as social subject. Two, I seek to rework the pleasure in 
looking at the female body as an erotic object. I attempt to reverse this idea that a 
woman who takes pleasure and joy in her body necessarily depends on the active look of 
the male viewer to construct her self-image. With this representation of Elodie’s 
  
67 
(beautiful, female) body, I attempt to align the pleasure in looking with the pleasure 
Elodie takes in her own body/physicality as an instrument of dance; the joy she takes in 
what she can express and create with her body. Thus, I attempt to transform ‘spectacle’ 
into ‘vivification’ as Nichols labels a reflexive mode of representation, which can evoke 
for example, “the difference between the physical body and the discursive representations we 
make of it.” (Nichols, 1991: 235). This leads me to my third purpose with this 
representation, which is “to construct a feminist viewer position or subjectivity regardless of the 
actual gender or subjectivity of the viewer.” (Nichols 1994: 97). I intend here to confer 
upon the viewer a different vision of the relationship between woman and her body. An 
alternative vision than the one propagated in glamour and tabloid media as well as some 
mainstream cinema productions, which is dictated by conventional relations of economic 
and sexual exploitation (Armatage 1999: 43).  
 
Happiness and rage 
In the last sequence of Elodie’s portrait, I film her in nature, and we see close-ups of her 
naked waist. Again, this is an allusion to woman’s naked body as ‘natural’ rather than 
objectified, it is my visual interpretation of Elodie’s closeness to her body, her sense of 
freedom when she begins to move. Furthermore, I have desaturated the image-colors 
throughout the portrait in order to emphasize nuances of black, white, grey and brown. 
This is a stylistic choice, which also serves to emphasize the ‘natural’ and earthly. 
It is important to note that this is neither an attempt to restore a true or right essence of 
femininity, nor to buttress the suggestion that “A feminist practice can only be negative, at 
odds with what already exists” (Julia Kristeva in Butler 2002: 7). Rather, I wanted to 
embrace the typically feminine in my interpretation of the universe Elodie has shared 
with me, because to me she embodies a feminine expression, which is not in opposition 
to a patriarchal construction of femininity (e.g. her body, her beauty, her sweetness, her 
sensitivity, her vulnerability). However, this representation also allows me to interrogate 
the stereotypical qualities of femininity just like Elodie does herself in her confession. On 
the level of conversation, I think there’s already a small tension between the 
representation and the represented when she says,  
“Je peux exprimer plein de choses, à la fois la tristesse, le bonheur… la rage”36  
 
and then laughs. Here I have edited in a close-up of her face laughing. This sudden 
melting together of voice and image, which ruptures the fabric of the portrait, may be 
                                                 
36  “I can express many things at the same time, sadness, happiness... anger.” 
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enough to make the viewer ask, why does she laugh? Isn’t this girl too sweet, too 
uncomplicated to feel rage?  
 
My goal is to transform “just those things men deem feminine” (Dozoretz 1982: 64) in the 
sense that I try to say that what is problematic is not the typically feminine. Rather, it is 
what the feminine stands for in cultural myth and patriarchal ideology (cp. above), 
resulting in “stifling, objectifying conventions of femininity” (Flitterman-Lewis 1990: 279). 
This is why I create a tension between the body “as cultural exemplar, icon, fetish, or type” 
in the “mythical domain of ahistorical timelessness” and the body as social actor in the 
“indexical domain of historical time” (Nichols 1991: 243). Hopefully, this begins to 
complicate the relationship between the looked-at and the looker. 
 
Through the use of stylistic reflexivity, I keep the focus on Elodie’s personal world so as 
to avoid making a claim about women in general or the world as such. I do not have her 
address the audience as a witness or expert, her voice is personal and exploratory. It is 
her subjective experience, which has the potential to denaturalize and interrogate gender 
stereotypes. It is herein the political urgency lies. When she meets the gaze of the viewer 
in the final shot, she is not tantalizing an imaginary male viewer in the role of spectacle 
or for purposes of commercial gain, she “represents a state of being-in-action, not a frozen 
icon or image (…) but a vehicle for the presentation of the self.” (Nichols 1994: 11). 
 
 
Emilie 
From the very first tones of the Tori Amos song that opens Emilie’s portrait, the mood is 
set for the darkly dreamy. The camera pans across dark water and out-of-focus neon 
lights flicker across the screen like stars on an evening sky. In an establishing shot, we 
determine that Emilie is listening to music at the water’s edge, illustrating the question, 
“Pourquoi est-ce que j’écoute la musique de Tori Amos?”37  I edit in an extreme close-up of 
Emilie’s eye in the bottom of the frame surrounded by the city’s lights. Cut to another 
extreme close-up of her lips shaping the words of ‘Smokey Joe’38  while she sings along to 
the soundtrack.  
With this introduction to Emilie, I wanted to create a cine-poem (Renov 2004: 102) for 
several reasons. First of all, I am challenging documentary realism in order to draw focus 
                                                 
37  “Why do I listen to Tori Amos’ music?” 
38  The song Smokey Joe is taken from Tori Amos’ album American Doll Posse from 2007 
  
69 
away from the historical world and onto the sensory experience of color, depth of focus, 
rhythm, composition, music – in short, my personal, visual interpretation of Emilie’s 
inner world.  
This use of stylistic reflexivity also hints at the themes that are dealt with in the portrait, 
the camera’s efforts to glide across Emilie’s eyes and lips have the possibility to allude to 
the erotic/sensual corresponding to the upcoming discussion of her sexuality. 
Furthermore, the close-ups are also meant to quickly bring the viewer close to Emilie, to 
capture their interest and prepare them to go even closer as in this portrait Emilie is 
‘mise à nu’. I have not asked her to take off her clothes for me, but to lay bare her inner 
thoughts.   
 
I am asked to define my identity 
Emilie begins by explaining what she finds interesting about Tori Amos’ lyrics:  
“Dans son dernier album elle explique comment les stéréotypes/archétypes 
religieux/mythologiques ont forgé la relation entre la societé et les femmes  
et la relation des femmes à leur image.”39  
 
Here, Emilie brings up on the level of conversation the stereotypical images of women 
found in cultural myth and patriarchal ideology. She continues to articulate her 
awareness of her ‘self’/her ‘femininity’ as culturally constituted,  
“J’aime observer et jouer avec ces différents rôles,  
parce que l’on me demande souvent de choisir et de définir mon identité.”40 
 
Just like I approach my representation of these three women from a position, where I 
understand my “personal history to be implicated in larger social formations and historical 
processes”, Emilie approaches her self-representation as a “staging of subjectivity – a 
representation of the self as a performance” (Russell 1999: 276), rather than a way to reveal 
her essential identity. Through processes of self-reflection, she reveals herself as a site of 
discursive struggles and expressions. Over the course of the film, she questions her (self-
)image, her femininity and sexuality. Thus, she is “challenging imposed forms of identity and 
exploring the discursive possibilities of inauthentic subjectivities” (Ibid.), just as I am 
attempting to do with this film. 
 
The personal topic that Emilie confronts is sexuality. It becomes clear that she is 
bisexual, and she confirms Judith Butler’s claim that the forms of sexuality, which fall 
                                                 
39  “On her latest album, she explains how religious and mythological archetypes have shaped the relation 
between society and women, and between women and their image.” 
40  “I like to observe and to play with these different roles, because I’m often asked to choose and define my 
identity.” 
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outside of the heterosexual matrix, are deemed abnormal. There are real consequences to 
the hegemonic discourses, and as Emilie points out,  
“Les gens se sentent mal si je ne choisis pas mon camp.”41 
 
To highlight this ‘social difference’ on the level of form as well, I have chosen the radical 
juxtaposition of Emilie with mannequins from a boutique window. This is a strategy of 
ironic reflexivity, which is meant to comment on the idea that for Emilie, choosing sides 
would entail that she conforms to the version of femininity represented by the 
mannequin. Also, it creates a tension between text and context, which recontextualizes 
‘social difference’ as a contradiction to certain constructions of reality. One such 
construction would be truths about gender, which result in the disciplining of the body 
according to certain ideals about femininity (cp. the mannequins).  
 
I am not only one stereotype 
“T’as vu Shrek?”42 
 
Voice and image melt together and create a small break in the rhythm of the film, which 
calls attention to itself.  
“Ben je pense comme lui, que la beauté,  
c’est quand les gens ont des couches, comme les oignons.  
Et quand leur apparence est en harmonie avec leur charactère.  
Multiple, si possible. Pour ne pas s’ennuyer.”43  
 
 Here stylistic reflexivity is meant to encourage the viewer to go further inside Emilie’s 
personal world, to identify with her sense of humor, and her search for beauty within 
people who have depth and layers in their character. Here I have edited in close-ups of 
the mannequins in order to have them provide an ironic commentary on Elodie’s voice-
over. I attempt to highlight the difference between Emilie (embodying social difference), 
her own depth, her own layers – and the societal ideals for female (and male) beauty 
embodied by the mannequins (a literally frozen image of stereotypes).  
 
I continue this strategy to complement Emilie’s next sentence,  
“Je m’en fiche d’être un stereotype,  
tant que je ne suis pas qu’un seul stéréotype.”44 
 
                                                 
41  “People feel uneasy if I don’t choose my sexual orientation.” 
42  “Have you seen Shrek?” 
43  “Like him, I think that beauty is when people have layers like onions, and when their appearance is in 
harmony with their character. Multiple if possible, so as not to get bored.” 
44  “I don’t care if I’m a stereotype, so long as I’m not only one stereotype” 
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It was important for me to weave Emilie’s sense of humor into the fabric of the film. In 
one shot she is the opposite of the conventions of femininity represented by the 
mannequins, and in the next shot she is one of them in the boutique window. This voice-
image collaboration is meant to support her play with gender roles and codes and, 
furthermore, to keep her outside of the discourses of sympathy, charity, martyrdom, and 
victimization (Nichols 1991: 243).  
 
“Mais c’est difficile de résister à cette pression”45 
 
I liked the idea of introducing directly a typical commercial image in which ‘woman’ 
represents a surrogate for the phallus. I wanted to put a face on this pressure posed by 
societal demands for female beauty. The image of Emilie’s small figure against the 
gigantic billboard of a bikini-clad model, lathered in oil and grinning in ecstatic 
satisfaction, makes an important statement. It is a palpable illustration of the framework 
within which women are constructing themselves on a daily basis, walking on the street, 
taking the metro or bus, watching TV, shopping in malls, watching movies, or reading 
magazines. Here the collaboration between form and content puts emphasis on 
conflicting points of view, on discrepant worlds, turning the representation into “a site of 
conflict, a nexus where political, institutional, and social antagonisms play themselves out in the 
materiality of representation” (Mitchell 1995: 91). 
It is here explicit that there exists a split between person and type and Emilie goes on to 
talk about herself as a type, as someone who is rarely a Venus,  
“Je regrette de n’être que rarement le stereotype de Vénus  
que l’on voit tout le temps dans les médias,  
avec Paris Hilton, avec Lindsay Lohan (…)  
Je ne peux pas porter de talons aiguille,  
je ne corresponds pas au 90-60-90”.46 
 
Paris Hilton and Lindsay Lohan are, of course, two powerful young icons, two examples 
of capitalist success stories, who embody patriarchal beauty ideals. I attempt to use 
hybrid form as a way to make feminine stereotypes function as cultural criticism and to 
denaturalize patriarchal/capitalist ideology. In other words, to contest  
“…projections working to represent women as an imaginary figure, Woman, in 
her various (stereotypical) guises; of desires sparked and circulated as part of an 
economy working – at some risk to itself, to be sure – to manage contradiction and 
                                                 
45  “But it is difficult to resist this pressure.”  
46  “I regret, for example, to only rarely be the stereotype of Venus, the one that you see all the time in the 
media, like Paris Hilton and Lindsay Lohan (...) I can’t wear high heels, I don’t have the ideal body 
measurements.” 
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propose utopian ideals immune from the very ideologies that underwrote their 
construction.” (Nichols 1991: 9). 
 
By doing so, I hope to challenge the audience to reflect upon their own approach to 
Emilie as a person and as a type (e.g. her bisexuality – her deviation from certain 
feminine codes), and thus create a tension between what we know and what we see.  
 
These things have personal meaning to Emilie because she is questioning and re-
negotiating her identity within this framework of thought. However, they also have 
political meaning because they work to reveal a criticism of the various impacts they may 
have on her (and people). Through this representation, I try to take a position without 
turning Emilie into a political advertisement. Emilie’s inner thoughts are hers alone, the 
film does not presume to speak for her, and next the camera follows her on the metro. 
Personally, I love the way she looks so sweetly and nervously into the camera in this 
shot. I like to see her in the spotlight. Also, I have already seen many times Paris Hilton’s 
coquettish pose and complacent smile. 
 
In the last sequence of the portrait, I attempt to draw the audience back into 
introspection with Emilie. I replace emphasis on a deeply atmospheric imaginary world 
in order to create a space around her, which is poetic, stylized, subjective and expressive 
– a celebration of her ‘brand of beauty’. Again, I have adopted the strategy of editing in 
close-ups of particulars: her shoes, hair, and eyes. Also, there is point-of-view cutting that 
alternate her face with what she’s looking at, the lights of the city and the sparkler. The 
contemplative rhythm of shot and reverse shot is meant to keep the focus on Emilie’s 
personal articulation and re-interpretation of what femininity means in patriarchal 
culture, her quest for self-definition spurred by the music of another woman (Tori 
Amos), who is posing the same questions.  
 
Emilie ends the ‘conversation’ by rejecting all categories, whilst reserving the right to try 
them all on for size –  
“Tout ce que je fais, c’est juste de tout essayer.”47 
 
In her fight to denaturalize gender roles and otherness, in her determination to continue 
to re-invent her identity, she is mirroring my project with this film. The content of the 
form (Hayden White’s phrase in Nichols 1994: 4) in En Cours de Création is to 
                                                 
47  “All I do is just to try everything.” 
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interrogate stereotypical conventions of female beauty and femininity. Via performative 
documentary and its use of hybrid form, I have tried to deconstruct some of the 
conventions of objectivity in documentary, in order to create a space for the production 
of new voices and new subjectivities. This is a strategy, which parallels postmodern 
cultural criticism, “With the loss of “aura” [in the postindustrial, postmodern world] 
everything is freed from its position inside tradition. Everything is available for representation, 
and remaking.” (Nichols 1991: 235).  
 
Works of art 
En Cours de Création has been given its title, because it is about women who create and 
who, through the process of creation, are creating themselves. These three works of art, 
Julia, Elodie and Emile, are open to creation because they hesitate to inscribe themselves 
in fixed categories of femininity, and because they challenge the socio-cultural 
constitution of their (self-)image. Personally, I think it has been fun and meaningful to 
figure out, how I could represent these women and this content with a form, which also 
seeks to question that which is taken-for-granted, to suspend realism and ask, can we 
know differently? In this way, form and content go together hand in hand. 
The title is also a reference to the dialectical relationship between the individual and 
society, which performative documentary aspires to set in motion. Subjects, filmmaker 
and viewers alike are entering into a process of self-creation, as they are challenged to re-
evaluate the representation of alternative voices and visions. It is through making the 
personal political that transformation potential arises. As we enter into the negotiation of 
what and how things can be talked about, we are participating in the on-going creation 
of ‘reality’ – of what counts as legitimate knowledge. 
 
The role of this film in rethinking hegemonic discourses lies in its attempt to rethink 
“subversive possibilities for sexuality and identity within the terms of power.” (Butler 1999: 
40). Although documentary ‘truth’ is mixed with storytelling and performances in En 
Cours de Création, the fact remains that I still cannot claim to have risen above the 
governmental practice of problematizing knowledges only to confer ‘new and better’ 
meaning and value. In this way, I do play the role of the filmmaker who heroically solves 
the problem she has herself invented. By introducing a hybrid discourse, I have sought to 
build these portraits around the first-person voice-over, which is attentively subjective – 
prioritizing the local, embodied knowledge of the represented women. I have sought to 
problematize the body image (the seen) in order to politicize the personal. Finally, I have 
used my role as the seer, my camera as the origin of the gaze, to create rich, diverse and 
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poetic worlds, which may have the potential to destabilize the social actor “in history” – 
turning her into a subject of vision and desire, who is under creation. The paradox 
remains – En Cours de Création holds a claim to the authentic representation of the 
world, however, it does so while acknowledging that truth is a thing of this world,  
“Documentary can and should use all the strategies of fictional construction to get at truths. 
What we have seen is an interest in constructing truths to dispel pernicious fictions, even though 
these truths are only relative and contingent.” (Williams 2005: 72). 
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8. Conclusion 
If the beauty myth tells women that they should change themselves according to fixed 
standards of beauty and femininity, this thesis tells a different story. It is a story about 
societies, which are as deep as they are wide, and it is about a multitude of voices and 
subjectivities.  
 
The three films that I have analyzed in this thesis are examples of performative 
documentary with the distinctive postmodern feature of hybrid form. As such, they 
challenge realist conventions of representation, claiming that, “There is no reason why 
documentaries can’t be as personal as fiction filmmaking and bear the imprint of those who 
made them. Truth isn’t guaranteed by any style or expression: It isn’t guaranteed by anything” 
(Errol Morris in Williams 2005: 64). 
 
In this meditation upon vision, femininity and culture, a belief in ontological and 
documentary truth is abandoned for the purpose of treating categories such as femininity, 
sexuality and ‘social difference’ as transformable processes and, thereby, beginning an 
exploration and subversion of patriarchal definitions of woman. However, the films that I 
have analyzed hold on to the concept of the ‘real’. Herein lies both their problematic 
aspect and political potential. The problem with blurring the boundaries between fiction 
and fact can be the cynical embrace of fictional manipulation, the total denial of 
collective values and historical relevance, and the filmmaker’s self-absorbed display of an 
intellectual awareness of the self-reflexive crisis of documentary representation. 
 
What we have seen in the analyses in this thesis is a different approach to form, and to 
the fragmentation and “loss of aura” (cp. Nichols p. 72) of postmodern ‘reality’. An 
approach, which above all signifies an awareness of how images partake in the production 
of knowledge. While these films question the filmmaker’s god-like powers to capture the 
‘truth’ of person and problem, they still have to do with the truths that matter in the 
lives of the represented. Although these truths are understood as relative and contingent, 
they still remain “the narratives by which we live.” (Williams 2005: 65) In this manner, the 
criteria for representing the real change. The success criteria in these films are not to 
afford a full and all-encompassing version of the examined events. Rather, the aim is to 
deepen the understanding of the personal world of the represented, and to approach 
form as a set of political strategies, which serve to de-naturalize imposed identities and 
thus interfere in the constructions of truth. As such, the three films constitute examples 
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of minor cinema, because the women documentarians work to create a space for new 
female subjectivities, which contrast with stereotypical representations of women. 
They do this by claiming the right to the personal (cp. Morris quote above) on the level 
of voice, seer and seen. Firstly, on the level of self-representation, the confessional mode 
is used to shift focus from the represented woman as object to her as subject of 
knowledge, desire and vision. This emphasis on woman’s discourse serves to insist on her 
inner world. Identity emerges as a sense of self, which is grounded in experience as 
opposed to essence. In this way, each woman’s subjectivity is represented as an on-going 
process of self-construction. It is through woman’s articulation of desire, as well as her 
resistance to inscription in certain socio-cultural codes, that she comes to stand in 
contrast to social fictions of woman. We have seen this, for example, in Between Rooms, 
when Helle articulates her strategies to enact the fantasy and myth of woman-as-whore. 
Her lived experience contrasts so deeply with the sadistic fantasy that it is exposed as a 
cultural construction. Helle’s desire is to step out of the role of prostitute and back into 
herself. She envisions a future in which a union between body and soul is possible, in 
which she does not have to split herself in two to be able to go to work.  
Each woman is in this way accessible through her own personal accounts (except for 
Sabine who cannot speak for herself, I will return to this point later). Thus, the very 
fundament of each of these three films is to differentiate bodies, to emphasize the 
importance of whose body is being represented, whose voice is being heard.  
 
Secondly, on the level of seer and seen, the documentary filmmakers acknowledge their 
role in the production of knowledge, and the subjective nature of their meeting with the 
subject. As such, the women directors do not attempt to play the role of objective 
observer. Instead, their use of hybrid form is strategic and serves primarily two functions.  
First of all, the play with fictional modes of representation is used to intensify the 
personal world of the subject. My argument is that expressive techniques are used to 
exteriorize the different women’s inner world. This is achieved through the feminist re-
appropriation of sensuous enjoyment of cinematic texture, tone and rhythm. In each of 
the films, a portrait emerges of the represented woman created with affection, sensibility 
and passion. These portraits are examples of cine-poems, which are atmospheric, stylized 
and evocative and guided by the personal experience of the represented woman.  
We have seen this, for example, in the portrait of Elodie. Her articulation of the joy she 
takes in expressing her feelings through dance is matched by a visual celebration of her 
moving body and the pleasure of physicality.  
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An explosion of color, patterns, light and shadow matches Julia’s contemplative search 
for self-acceptance, and her endeavor to paint a self-portrait. Helle’s torn state of mind is 
reflected in the editing strategy of juxtaposing warm with cold, life with death, nudity 
with sexual exploitation.  
In all three films, I have shown that close-ups play a significant role bringing us closer to 
the represented women as if the camera itself labored to get inside the represented 
subject. In this manner, the filmmaker’s fabricated world serves to melt together the 
exterior and interior world of the represented – her emotional state, her personal 
thoughts, her experience. Realism is suspended and the filmmaker is absent in the frame 
in order to represent the subject from the interior and ask the viewer to identify. 
 
Second of all, the mode of representation reflects the filmmaker’s dedication to the 
complexity and under-construction quality of the subject’s inner universe. It is here that 
special attention is given to the ways in which stereotypes of woman/other, function as 
“an aggression against the subject” (Renov 2004: 43), robbing women of their uniqueness 
and individuality.  
The voyeuristic pleasure perpetuated by beauty pornography relies on distance, a 
separation between subject and object. The fragmented representation of ‘a mythic 
Everywoman’ (cp. Probyn p. 4) holds the look, plays to and signifies male desire. In this 
way, relations of power are associated with vision. The documentarians examined in this 
thesis have re-appropriated the cinematic pleasure of women by reclaiming the fragments 
of the mythic Everywoman. Lips, eyes, legs, hair, breasts are all there, but they belong to 
the specific represented woman, a social subject who desires differently. Here woman’s 
desire, her lived experience, her body is shown to contrast with traditional meanings 
conventionally attached to femininity and categories of social difference. Just like the 
films question the simple dichotomy between truth and fiction on the level of form, they 
also work to problematize simple dichotomies of man/woman, subject/object, 
body/mind, person/type, and reason/emotion on the level of content. Thus, each of the 
represented women remains a site of discursive struggles, they remain subjects under 
creation, bodies-in-action, and they cannot be contained in fixed categories.  
 
Hybrid form serves to complicate the representation of the female body by creating a 
tension between the discourses of woman as object and woman as subject, between 
represented and representation, and between the subject’s testimonial and the regime of 
truths that we live by. It is my argument that it is exactly the strength of these films that 
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they do not claim to represent the whole truth about the women represented, thus it 
becomes difficult for the viewer to see who the represented woman ‘really’ is.  
Sandrine Bonnaire’s representation of Sabine, keeps Sabine suspended between the type 
of autist and the young woman with a mythical air of beauty and potential. Here, the 
promise held in the beauty myth is re-worked to make the viewer relate to Sabine as a 
multifaceted representation. As previously mentioned, Sabine cannot speak for herself, so 
Bonnaire uses hybrid form to create a visual diary full of the conflicting desires, emotions 
and visions connected to her own role as sister. She refrains from appeasing the viewer 
with a narrative closure, a solution to the mystery that is her sister’s lived experience. 
The viewer is thus denied the explanation, which Bonnaire herself is longing for.  
Sabine cannot be fully represented, because there is no coherent version of her, there is 
no story that can explain her. She comes to signify different meanings within 
contradictory discourses. She is a loved, vivacious sister, but also an apathetic patient in 
the mental health system. In one representation she exudes light in the next she is 
engulfed by darkness. Bonnaire uses this strategy of powerful juxtaposition, to complicate 
the representation of her sister’s body. The resulting tension is deeply disturbing and 
raises questions concerning how social difference is represented and how it is perceived. 
The hybrid form continually challenges the audience to reflect on their own approach to 
the woman represented.  
 
Carolina Sascha Cogez brings the viewer closer to Helle by placing emphasis on her sense 
of humor, her spiritual search, and her breathing body in the dehumanized setting of a 
sex club. Over the course of the film, Helle ceases to embody the type of prostitute. The 
person that looks back at the viewer in the final shot has revealed an inner world, which 
can never be fully represented. Here Cogez gives voice to a prostitute who cannot be 
contained within the culturally constructed dichotomy between body and soul, 
prostitute and Madonna. 
En Cours de Création raises questions concerning femininity and its social representations. 
Emilie interrogates conventions and codes of female beauty and female sexuality. The 
alternative subjectivity that she articulates for herself is visually matched by an ironic 
commentary on the frozen beauty ideals, which surround women in everyday life. In this 
manner, her confession comes to denaturalize the stereotypical image of ‘femininity’ 
within patriarchal culture. Julia’s portrait gives voice to a woman who actively seeks to 
create her self-image from a position of self-acceptance and sociality. Her confession is a 
discourse of resistance to society’s beauty ideals and the incessant inventions of new ways 
in which women should change their appearance. In one of my representations of Julia, 
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her gaze shifts from mirror to painting as she labors to accept her flaws and find a 
harmony between her image and her self-image. As the viewer watches my representation 
of Julia watching herself, both Julia, the viewer and I become implicated in the 
production of meaning, representation and self-representation. The sensual 
representation of Elodie’s body has to do with the pleasure she takes in her own body as 
an instrument of artistic expression. Thus, voyeuristic pleasure is re-appropriated to 
signify a female viewer position, meaning that filmic pleasure is intertwined with the 
representation of woman as social subject. 
 
It is my contention that the directors’ conscious use of hybrid form has resulted in films, 
which reveal as much about the social actors as about ourselves and the culture in which 
we live. 
The directors’ insistence upon differentiating women’s bodies does not reflect a desire “to 
reproduce an endless self-reflexive circle, theory as navel-gazing. Rather, the point of these bodies 
is to instill modesty, not prudery into theoretical work.” (Probyn 1992: 95.96). It is a political 
strategy, which serves to protect the represented woman against hegemonizing 
tendencies and to deepen understanding through poetic evocation and identification. In 
these films, each woman is represented as a work of art under creation.  
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Appendix A: Formidlende artikel 
 
Images of Women – Poetic and Personal  
Recent documentary films give voice to women who are rarely heard in the noise of the 
mainstream media and its endless images of stereotypical femininity. Through personal and 
poetic stories, women directors challenge how women can be represented and talked about in 
our society.  
 
 
By Liv Elbirk 
 
A series of women directors have set out 
to tell the personal stories of women 
whose experiences challenge 
stereotypical images and categories. 
While personal documentaries and 
political documentaries are often 
understood as entirely separate genres, 
these films claim that the personal is 
political.  
 
In Elle s’appelle Sabine (Her Name is 
Sabine, 2007), French actress/director 
Sandrine Bonnaire portrays her 38-year-
old autistic sister, Sabine. The story is 
told using footage from Sandrine’s 
personal archives going back 25 years, as 
well as footage of Sabine’s life as it is 
today. Sabine comes across as a 
vivacious young woman with many 
talents and a love of music and travel. 
However, she is different and difficult, 
her family needs help and so sends her 
to a psychiatric hospital. Here she is 
heavily medicated to the point where 
she turns into a shadow of herself. 
Obese, shaking and drooling, her 
growth and creativity is paralyzed. The 
documentary is disconcerting, but also 
deeply moving and personal. At the 
same time it is highly political because it 
sends an urgent message to a society in 
which psychological disabilities are often 
mistreated and misunderstood.  
 
In Between Rooms  (2007) we meet 
Helle, who works in a sex club in 
Copenhagen. In a brief break between 
two customers, Danish director 
Carolina Sascha Cogez asks Helle about 
her strategies to cope with being a 
prostitute. In the little time we have 
with Helle, we come to understand that 
she is a woman on a spiritual search to 
reconnect with her emotional life. She is 
not a victim, rather she is unsentimental 
and she gets through the day armed with 
a sense of humor and by leaving her 
feelings at home “in the armchair”. 
However, this is not the life she had 
imagined for herself. Cogez’ poignant 
and poetic juxtaposition between the 
dehumanized setting of a sex club and 
Helle’s tender introspection shows that 
Helle cannot be contained within the 
stereotype of prostitute. She cannot be 
reduced to a product in a capitalist 
market, and it is herein the film’s 
political dimension lies.  
 
These are two powerful examples of 
films, which tell personal stories burning 
to be told by those who tell them. They 
give overlooked women a chance to 
articulate a sense of self, which is in 
opposition to society’s truths. In the 
world of animation documentary, the 
celebrated Persepolis (2007) stands as a 
bold and endearing example of this 
trend. 
As such, these films serve to question 
representations of women in the 
mainstream media through the claim 
that small stories and lived experience 
are just as important and legitimate 
sources of knowledge. The crucial 
aspect in these films is to get behind the 
empty shells of stereotypes and frozen 
ideas of social difference by getting 
women to articulate how they see 
themselves. What emerge instead are 
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images of complex and multifaceted 
identities – portraits, which take the 
form of cine-poems, passionately created 
by the directors.  
 
While these stories are as different as 
each woman represented, the directors 
have one thing in common: the belief 
that documentary form has boundless 
possibilities. The topics are serious, 
however, the directors do not believe 
that the form needs to be restricted to a 
set of realist conventions or techniques. 
Rather, they play with the frame and 
they challenge the form. The all-
important focus is to explore cinematic 
language in order to complicate the 
representation of bodies, bring to life 
personal universes and show how they 
sometimes contrast with the truths by 
which we live. By celebrating the 
individuality and uniqueness of specific 
women, questions are raised concerning 
how stereotypes violate the subject. 
These stories are full of warmth, life and 
love and the directors labor to make the 
audience see the world with new eyes 
and in new ways. The focus on 
expressiveness and subjectivity turns 
social type back into person and 
personal worlds into poetry. 
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Appendix B: Refleksioner over artiklen 
 
Afgrænsning af målgruppe 
Med artiklen, Images of Women – Poetic and Personal, henvender jeg mig til de højt 
kulturforbrugende læsere, der holder aviser som Information, Politiken eller 
Weekendavisen, og altså politisk ligger til venstre for midten. Min målgruppe er 
højtuddannede, har alderen 25 og opefter og en bred interesse i både dokumentarfilm og 
større samfundsmæssige perspektiver. De er forskere, undervisere, filmfolk, journalister 
eller folk, som ofte ser dokumentarfilm. De er dermed velbevandrede i genrens 
konventioner og interesserer sig for at debattere både form og indhold. De går ofte i 
biografen, men vælger Dagmar og Grand Teatret frem for Palads eller Cinemaxx. 
Indholdet af min artikel handler fortrinsvist om problematikker, der har relevans for 
kvinder. Jeg vil derfor yderligere indsnævre målgruppen til netop kvinder! Interessen for 
at modtage information om tendenser indenfor dokumentarfilmsområdet er stor, da 
relevansen opleves ligeså. Der er således tale om en relativt snæver målgruppe – typisk 
kvinder, der er dagsordensættende ift. hvad man snakker om ude i samfundet (jf. 
Sepstrups begreb, ‘opinionsledere’ (Sepstrup 2007: 85)). 
 
Medievalg 
Jeg har valgt hypotetisk at publicere min artikel i filmtidsskriftet DOX, som udfærdiges i 
dansk regi og er det førende europæiske tidsskrift på dokumentarfilmsområdet. DOX’ 
målsætning er at dække alle aspekter af dokumentargenren: Anmeldelser af de nyeste 
dokumentarfilm på det europæiske marked, debatter vedrørende æstetisk og stilistisk 
nyskabelse, festivalreportager og –kalendere, interviews med instruktører og andre 
filmfolk samt nye tendenser (læs mere på www.edn.dk). Magasinet har således både 
snævert filmteoretiske artikler, og emner der har at gøre med bredere sammenhænge i det 
europæiske filmmiljø og i de europæiske samfund. 
I modsætning til det populære og mere bredtfavnende filmmagasin Ekko, som har fokus 
på film og medier, holder DOX sig snævert til dokumentargenren. Dette er relevant ift. 
min målgruppe, som har en særlig interesse i denne genre og typisk oplever den som 
modkultur til mainstream tv og film, der styres af sendeflader og seertalsmålinger. DOX’ 
indholdsflade afspejler tydeligt engagementet i samfundsproblematikker og interessen i 
virkelighedsfelter, som overhøres i mainstream medier. Herudover er det af betydning, at 
DOX retter sig mod en europæisk kontekst i og med, at jeg i artiklen peger på filmiske 
eksempler på en tendens, som giver sig til udtryk både i Danmark og Frankrig.  
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Virkemidler og målgruppeappel 
Jeg har forsøgt at finde en god balance imellem det informative og det følelsesmæssigt 
engagerende. Jeg arbejder med to hovedområder:   
1) Dokumentarfilmen og dens idealistiske og tidskritiske funktion. Jeg skriver målrettet 
til mennesker, som interesserer sig for samfundsproblematikker og dokumentarfilmens 
potentiale som et alternativt bud på vidensproduktion, der netop skaber modpol til 
mainstream medier. Fokus er på menneskeskæbner, individet og vigtigheden af at komme 
til udtryk. 
2) DOX har et stærkt fokus på netop form og formens grænser. Dette er af helt særlig 
relevans i forbindelse med mit speciale, og derfor inddrager jeg vigtige elementer 
vedrørende udforskningen af form i artiklen. Min egen form henvender sig til en 
målgruppe som allerede har indsigt i dokumentarfilmens stilistiske konventioner.  
Sproget er engelsk i og med, at bladet distribueres internationalt og derfor naturligvis 
skrives på engelsk.  
 
Målgruppens møde med formidlingen 
DOX bliver udgivet af EDN (European Documentary Network), som er en 
medlemsbaseret organisation for professionelle, som arbejder med dokumentarfilm og –
tv. Alle medlemmer (ca. 1000) får tilsendt bladet, som udkommer seks gange om året, og 
ligeledes gør de øvrige individuelle abonnenter. Tidsskriftet findes også på landets 
biblioteker, bl.a. Cinematekets bibliotek, Bibliorama. Herudover uddeles tidsskriftet ved 
større dokumentarbegivenheder, såsom Hot Docs, MIP DOC, Sunny Side of the Doc, 
IDFA, Documentary in Europe og Docs Barcelona. 
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